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SYNOPSIS

For most middle class women who migrated, Australia was a
'promised land' as far as employment prospects were concerned.

The

colonies offered an opportunity for well-paid employment, better
prospects for finding a job, and the chance to live an independent
and satisfying life in a society where women were in the minority,
cind generally treated well as a result.

Some immigrants married,

but not enough to declare the colonies a 'promised land' in terms
of marriage prospects.

No women admitted to migrating in search of

a husband, but a number of English writers extolled the marital
opportunities which the colonies offered, with their oversupply of
unmarried men, so that marriage was a likely hidden motive for
migration.

Colonial life presented an attractive alternative to the life
which many English women were forced to lead.

Middle class women

of the nineteenth century were expected to marry, and were regarded
as failures if they did not.

'Redundant women', or those who failed

to find a husband, could either remain in their families and hope to
be supported, or they could seek employment, usually as governesses,
one of the few occupations considered suitable for gentlewomen.
Salaries were low, and employment difficult to obtain because of the
many women in the same situation.

As a result, adventurous women

contemplated migration, but they heeded assistance to make such a
drastic change in their lives.

The majority of women who migrated found better jobs than they
could have hoped for in England, and settled comfortably into their
new homes, despite English class concepts which they carried with them.

hindering settlement.

In the colonies the initial public response

to the emigration scheme was hostile, and yet early migrants were
accepted and employed.

However, educational improvements throughout

Australia dramatically reduced the demand for governesses by the
late 1870s, and so Australia ceased to provide a haven for distressed
gentlewomen.

The thesis examines the relative position of single middle class
women within'society in England, the reasons for their migration to
Australia, their reception and experiences, and their perceptions of
Australian society.

It also looks at sex ratios, marriage rates and

the role of women in the colonies as factors influencing migration.
Part 1 concentrates upon the English background of the emigration scheme.
Chapter 1 explores the concept of 'redundant women' as it developed
in nineteenth century English society, while Chapter 2 looks at the
origins of the Female Middle Class Emigration Society, its aims and
achievements.

Part 2 examines the Australian esqjerience.

Chapter 3

gives an outline of female settlement in the early years of the colony,
and provides a brief introduction to earlier schemes of female
emigration/immigration.

In Chapter 4 sex ratios, marriage rates and

the role of women in the colonies are investigated as factors influencing
female migration.

The last two chapters relate directly to Australian

experiences of the F.M.C.E.S. and the women whom it sponsored.

Chapter 5

outlines colonial responses to the proposed scheme, principally from
newspaper sources, while the final chapter concentrates upon the
experiences of the women who migrated, based upon the letters which they
wrote home to the Society's organisers.

INTRODUCTION

This thesis examines the experiences of a small group of English
middle class women who migrated to the Australian colonies under
the auspices of the Female Middle Class Emigration Society between
1861 and 1881.

It explores their reasons for leaving England,

especially the idea that middle class women who were unsuccessful
in marrying were 'redundant' in nineteenth century society.

The

growing feminist movement of the 1850s and 1860s vigorously opposed
such a concept, and demanded instead that the rights of women should
be extended.

One of its objectives was the extension of employment

opportunities for women;

another objective which received support

was the encouragement of migration for employment in the British
colonies, which led to the formation of the F.M.C.E.S.

Both of

these feminist objectives led to conflict with conservative supporters
of female emigration, who saw it as a way of giving 'redundant women'
another opportunity to achieve the goal of marriage.

The expectations of female emigrants influenced their reception
in the colonies and their adaptation to a new lifestyle.

Their

consciousness of class often hindered their acceptance in colonial
society, creating conflict between English concepts and the emerging
democratic ideals of the Australian colonies, in particular, Victoria.
Other contrasts between English and colonial society are also displayed
in the public responses from colonists to the emigration scheme.

In

particular, they reveal the objectives of English reformers in promoting
emigration, and the very different colonial perception of problems
and solutions.

They show too the animosity felt in the colonies

towards English 'interference' in their affairs, especially when that
interference was organized by women.

By concentrating on a small group of middle class women who
migrated to Australia, most of whom were governesses, this work
attempts to fill one of the many gaps which exist in our knowledge
of early Australian women.

The distinctive class and cultural

background of these women make them atypical migrants, worthy of
study because of their very distinctiveness.

There were only approx-

imately 156 women involved, but the imbalance of the sexes and their
distinctive background magnified their iitpact upon public and private
spheres.
Middle class women have been neglected in recent Australian
historical writing, and need more attention.

Maya Tucker makes this

point in an article published in Historical Studies in 1977.

In it

she points to a concentration upon the casual poor, the Irish,
servants and others, and a lack of work upon middle class women.^
This thesis takes up her point regarding the middle class, and examines
the experiences of a small group of middle class women in Australian
colonial society as one contribution to this neglected area of study.
Patricia Branca makes the same point in relation to nineteenth
century English women.

She suggests the need to examine more closely

the role of middle class women, which has been neglected in comparison
2
with studies made of working class women.

. .
Within the industrializing

economy the middle class was growing in numbers and expanding its
power enormously.
1.
2.

Women were generally confined to a home-making

Maya Tucker, 'Women in Australian History', Historical Studies,
Vol.17, April 1977, p.402.
Patricia Branca, Silent Sisterhood; Middle Class Women in the
Victorian Home. London, 1975, p.16.

role within this class, yet they were vital to its existence.

Branca's

concentration upon middle class women in England is a useful one,
relevant to this study, although in her work she presents an extreme
version of the stereotyped Victorian middle class woman - the 'useless,
idle female'^ - only to destroy it.

Patricia Branca has relied

heavily on household manuals, women's magazines, and health, marriage
and child care manuals, which help to throw light on middle class
lifestyles.

This material must be accepted with some reservations,

however, as it often presents an idealized view of what should have
been, rather than what was.

And Branca is forced to admit that in

some cases these manuals were designed for the upper middle class,
and so present a misleading picture of the women who are her major
concern - the remainder of the middle class.

4

Obviously the lifestyle of Victorian middle class women and the
roles which were open to them are vital to this topic.

Many of these

women were forced to conform to male-dominated patterns of behaviour,
most importantly to accept marriage as the only vocation available to
well-bred young ladies.

As a result lifestyles and opportunities

were restricted, and in many instances a young middle class woman
was viewed as a failure if she was unsuccessful in attracting a husband.

Consciousness of class was an essential element in the expectations
of Victorian middle class females.

They were aware that the duties

required of them in Australia might alter that position,^ but many
hoped that a different situation might also provide a solution which
they were so desperately seeking to their problems - problems which

3.
4.
5.

ibid., p.8.
ibid., p.16.
See, for example. Rule 2 of the Female Middle Class Emigration
Society. Report, 1862. All applicants were required to assist, if
necessary, with cooking, washing, needlework, and housework.

had as their origin the developing middle class concept of leisure
and a separate sphere for women.^

An examination of class is essential

to determine relationships between women and also with men.

But it is

also necessary to examine the patriarchal structure of nineteenth
century England in order to show why some middle class women decided
to migrate.

Class and gender necessarily interact as factors influencing

emigration and the reception of middle class women in the colonies.
The major sources for this situdy are the 112 letters sent back
to the Female Middle Class Emigration Society by women who migrated
to Australia.

In most cases they are detailed, and because the women

repaid their loan in instalments there are often several letters for
each emigrant, spaced over a period of two o r three years.

They

reveal class attitudes of the emigrant gentlewomen, in some cases
modified by their Australian experience, but in others there is very
definitely no adjustment to changed circumstances.

The letters have

been used before, in particular by A . James Hammerton in Emigrant
7
Gentlewomen,

which looks at female emigration from England between

1830 and 1914.

To an extent Hammerton's work cuts across this topic,

but he concentrates on emigration from England, deals with a much
broader period, and looks at emigration to a number of Britain's
colonies.
The records of the F.M.C.E.S. have also been used by Gwenda Jones
in her thesis, entitled: 'A Lady in Every Sense of the Word : A Study

6.
7.

J . A . and Olive Banks, Feminism and Family Planning in Victorian
England, Liverpool, 1965, pp.58-59.
A . James Hammerton, Emigrant Gentlewomen ; Genteel Poverty and
Female Emigration, 1830-1914. Canberra, 1979.

g

of the Governess in Australian Colonial Society'.

Her work is an

examination of the contribution of governesses, English- and
Australian-born, to the development of female education in the colonies.
Unfortunately her thesis, (which was accepted earlier this year),
was not available to me before this thesis was submitted. Other
9
Australian writers have also referred to the letters in passing.
There are a few letters available from other middle class women
who migrated, but of these a high proportion journeyed to Australia
either w i t h , or to join, husbands, and so had different motives for
emigration, and very different perceptions of their new homeland.
Some published accounts by women in different colonies have also
been useful, but the Society's letters have remained the most important
primary source as they are linked directly to the burgeoning feminist
movement in England and the 'redundancy' issue.
Some letters and articles from the Society in England (held in
the Fawcett Library at the City of London Polytechnic) do not appear
to have been used before.

Numerous articles on emigration were

published in the English Woman's Journal, an almost complete set being
held in the Fawcett Library.

Pro-emigration articles also appeared

in the Transactions of the National Association for the Promotion of
the Social Sciences, an organization in which many middle class reformers.

8.

9.

Gwenda Jones, 'A Lady in Every Sense of the Word : a Study of the
Governess in Australian Colonial Society', unpublished M . A . thesis,
University of Melbourne, 1982.
For example. C o r a l Chambers Garner, 'Educated and White-Collar Women
in the 1880s' in Elizabeth Windschuttle, Women, Class and History t
Feminist Perspectives on Australia 1788-1978, p . 1 2 6 , Geoffrey
Sherington, Australia's Immigrants, 1788-1978, Sydney, 1980, p . 6 4 ,
and Kay Daniels and Mary Murnane, Uphill a l l the Way : A Documentary
History of Women in Australia, Brisbane, 1980, pp.237-8.

male and female, were active.

Letters to The Times were useful to

publicize the campaign at the outset;

they helped in the establishment

of the Emigration Society, and were vital for its fund-raising
activities.

Another publication which throws light on the workings of the
F.M.C.E.S. is Una Monk's New Horizons.^^

It traces the history and

activities of the original Society, and its links with other societies
which replaced it.

This publication contains a wealth of information,

and draws upon the letters of early emigrants.

It is indexed, but

contains no footnotes.

Chapter 3 relies heavily on secondary sources, as some work has
already been done in this area.

Margaret Kiddle's study of Caroline

Chisholm^^ has been particularly useful.

Madgwick's treatment of

12
early female immigration

has also been helpful, although he was

inclined to accept contemporary judgments of its ill effects.

McDonald's

Marriage in Australia^^ has been invaluable for Chapter 4, providing
a wealth of statistics on marriage rates and sex ratios in the colonies.
Newspapers have also been useful.

In particular, editorials

in colonial papers such as The Argus and The Age throughout the early
1860s give an indication of Australian reactions to the emigration
scheme, and to the women who migrated.

Why did middle class women decide to migrate to the Australian

10.
11.
12.
13.

Una Monk, New Horizons t A Hundred Years of Women's Migration,
London, 1963.
Margaret Kiddle, Caroline Chisholm, Melbourne, 1969.
R.B. Madgwick, Immigration into Eastern Australia; 1788-1851,
Sydney, 1937 repr. 1969.
Peter F. McDonald, Marriage in Australia ; Age at First Marriage
and Proportions Marrying, 1860-1971. Canberra, 1974.

colonies?

Conservative social commentators in mid-nineteenth century

England believed that women who were unmarried and middle class were
redundant.

Marriage was the only acceptable vocation for well bred

young women.

Those who were unsuccessful in England were encouraged

to remove themselves (and the problems which their presence created)
14
to the colonies.

Their presence was expected to improve the moral

calibre of the local population and, hopefully, to solve the problem
of so many unmarried men, unable to sire the next generation of
transplanted Britons.

Alternatively, emigrants could seek employment

as governesses in the colonies, where they had a much better chance
of employment than in the saturated market in England.
The first solution was advocated by well-meaning but generally
conservative observers who hoped to cure the social evils in England
and in the colonies by restoring the sex ratios in each part of the
world to relative equilibrium.

Feminists, in this context defined

as female reformers concerned to extend the rights of women, promoted
the emigration of women for the brighter employment prospects which
the colonies offered, as well as the greater opportunities for an
independent life.

Feminists did not resist the prospect of marriage

for the women they assisted, but they did not make it their primary
goal.

Such diverse aims and motives caused controversy in England

over the promotion of women's emigration, and confusion in the Australian
colonies.

Residents were unsure of the numbers and expectations of

emigrant gentlewomen,who constituted an unusual phenomenon in a male-

14.

For example, by W.R. Greg, 'Why are Women Redundant?', National
Review, xxviii, April 1862, p.15. Greg advocated 'an emigration
of women' to counteract the disturbed sex ratio in England and
in the new colonies 'which has wrought so much mischief in both
lands.•

oriented society where most female emigrants were from the working
class.

Most single women who migrated to Australia before 1861 also

received government assistance towards the cost of their fare if
they belonged to categories of workers in short supply, such as
domestic servants and farm labourers.

Governesses were not included.

Middle class women migrating were also unsure of their position in a
society with observably different class relationships from those in
England.

The changing social situation in mid-nineteenth century England
m u s t be seen in the context of an industrializing economy, and the
growth and cohesion of the middle c l a s s .

Conspicuous consumption was

an obvious sign of success in such a competitive economy, a status
symbol in an increasingly acquisitive society.

Within that lifestyle

a wife who could provide legitimate heirs for accumulated property
was a necessity.

Woman's role as w i f e , mother, and full-time home-

m a k e r (even at a time when adverse sex ratios and falling marriage
rates made this g o a l difficult to achieve) was a response to the needs
of an expanding, success-oriented class concerned to preserve its
economic hegemony.

Rigid barriers separated its members from social

contact with the working class, who w e r e , nevertheless, used in
increasing numbers as servants in middle class homes, or as employees
in factories owned by middle class interests.

In its turn, the British

upper class was critical and suspicious of the 'nouveaux riches',
who were in most cases limited in their social contacts with the old
elite.

The situation in the Australian colonies was very different.
The gold rush years from 1851 to 1861 'had overthrown a l l the old

ideas of class stability*^^ as fortunes were won and lost with great
rapidity.

Because of the scarcity of labour wages had increased

substantially, working conditions improved, and bond labour was

16
•entirely obliterated ... as an economic factor*.

The economic

impact of the gold rushes was felt most strongly in Victoria, but
repercussions were also experienced throughout the colonies as men
flocked to the diggings, goods and services were required in the new
tent cities, and large quantities of gold disrupted the financial
system.

Victoria's »golden age* created a new well-to-do class, but

it also changed existing employer/employee relationships to the
advantage of working men and women as the demand for their services
grew.
Middle class women were migrating to the colonies at a time of
political and social turmoil, as gold miners protested taxes imposed
upon them by a Parliament dominated by representatives of squatting
interests.

The rebellion at Eureka, on the Ballarat gold-fields in

December 1854, 'released radical energies previously held in check
by the basic loyalty and work-centredness of the goldfields community*.
These energies 'gave a whole generation at Ballarat a sense of national
purpose and a hatred of English stuffiness'.^^

After the rebellion

at Eureka and the subsequent inquiry into its causes, the franchise
was extended in 1857 to permit manhood suffrage for the Assembly,

18
while property qualifications for members of that House were abolished.
Other colonies gradually followed suit (for example. New South Wales

15.
16.
17.
18.

T.A. Coghlan, Labour and Industry in Australia ..., Melbourne,
1969, first published Oxford, 1918, Vol.2, p.869.
ibid. See also Jim Hagan, The History of the A.C.T.U., Melbourne,
1981, p.4.
Weston Bate, The Lucky City ; the First Generation at Ballarat,
1851-1901. Melbourne, 1978, p.73.
Geoffrey Serle, The Golden Age ; a History of the Colony of Victoria,
1851-1861. Melbourne, 1963, p.378.

in 1858) , so that an increasing number of men were involved in the
choice of government.

Colonial newspapers, in particular Victoria's

Age, also stimulated the demand for self-government.

Political change

in Victoria was based solidly on the proposals put forward by middle
class British radicals in the 1830s and 1840s;

the major difference

between Britain and Victoria was that political aspirations were
19
translated into realities.

A democratic spirit developed which

was in sharp contrast to the rigid class barriers of the 'old country'.
The principles of democratic government were widely accepted
throughout the colonies during the 1850s, but opposition from conservative
forces remained.

In Victoria especially there was a bitter struggle

between the interests of the expanding middle class, comprising
mostly professionals, manufacturers, and traders, and the interests
of large landowners and squatters, who wished to retain their position
20
of power.

Middle class interests controlled the Legislative Assembly,

which was elected by manhood suffrage, but the Legislative Council
was dominated by squatting interests, which 'consistently rejected,
amended, or delayed the more important social, political and economic
reforms initiated by the Assembly'. 21 The two major issues raised
by the Assembly were the opening up of land to permit closer settlement,
22
and the adoption of protective customs duties,

policies which were put

forward to combat rising unemployment and provide a new direction
for the colony's economy with the virtual cessation of alluvial gold
mining.

19.
20.
21.
22.

In 1865 the first of a number of constitutional crises

Sherington, op.cit., p.73.
Robin Gollan, Radical and Working Class Politics ; a Study of
Eastern Australia, 1850-1910. Melbourne, 1967, p.51.
ibid., p.54.
ibid., p.59.

occurred, on this occasion over the introduction of a protective
tariff by the Assembly.

Conflict between the opposing interests

continued, and flared again in 1877.

Four years later the Council

was reformed, so that property qualifications necessary to vote for
the Council were reduced, the number of Councillors was increased,
23
while their term of office was shortened.

Democratic government in

the colonies was strong, but it still faced considerable opposition
from large landowners and big business interests, anxious to protect
their economic position.
During the 1860s the economy of the colonies was in turmoil.
Readjustment and diversification were necessary to cope with the
collapse of gold mining.

To make matters worse, a series of floods

and droughts between 1862 and 1866 led to poor harvests, placing
24
further strains upon the economy.

Economic gains won by workers

were dissipated, as the labour supply grew with the return of disheartened diggers from the gold fields.

Under such conditions it was

understandable that disgruntled workers would pressure governments
25
to drop schemes to bring out assisted (male) immigrants,

whom they

saw as a threat to their employment, and, indeed, to their way of
life.

. 26

Economic readjustment meant that, more than ever, 'Jimmy Grants

were resented.
Such a background did not bode well for the immigration/emigration
cause.

In 1861 there were moves in England to establish an emigration

society for women, and in May of the following year the Female Middle

23. ibid., p.64.
24. Coghlan, op.cit., Vol.2, pp.1108-1110.
25. ibid., Vol.2, p.1019.
26. Immigrant or emigrant, Macguarie Dictionary, Sydney, 1981,

Class Emigration Society was formed, which was to give aid to
distressed gentlewomen until its eventual collapse in the 1880s.
The Society was formed by a number of middle class female reformers
who were anxious to increase the range of options, both economic and
social, available to the growing number of women who were unable to
marry in England.

Conflicts developed between its supporters over

the aims of the Society, involving the sort of work and qualifications
required from candidates, and also the importance of marriage as an
enticement to emigrate.

Maria Rye was instrumental in the establishment

of the F.M.C.E.S., but she soon turned to the needs of a wider range
of women, mostly from the working class.

Jane Lewin carried on the

Society's operations during Rye's visit to New Zealand and the
Australian colonies (from late 1862 until 1865) and after her return
to England.
class women

Maria Rye was involved with large numbers of working
(including boatloads sent to Otago and Brisbane with
27

colonial government assistance)
middle class female emigration.

at the same time as she was promoting
This helped to confuse some colonial

newspaper editors, unaware of the changes which were taking place
in Maria Rye's own priorities.

Eventually Rye became involved in
28
.
. . ,
the migration of orphan children to Canada,
leaving Lewin in charge

of the Society until her retirement as Secretary in 1881.

Although the Female Middle Class Emigration Society was not
established until the 1860s, it was during the previous decade that
middle class English women became involved in a number of programmes

27.
28.

English Woman's Journal, 1 December 1862, p.261, also The Courier,
29 December 1862.
Edwin A. Pratt, Pioneer Women in Victordrfs Reign, being Short
Histories of Great Movements. London, 1897, p.21.

to improve women's rights.

There were concerted campaigns to permit
29

women to retain control of their property upon marriage,

to give

them equal access to divorce,^^ and to improve their educational
opportunities.^^

But the campaign to open up worthwhile and well-

paid occupations to women was the most important.

To this end the

Society for the Promotion of Employment for Women (S.P.E.W.) was
established by organisers such as Bessie Rayner Parkes, Jessie Boucherett
and Maria Rye. 32
The task of providing for 'redundant' women was of such immense
proportions that other avenues of attack were still necessary.

In

1860 Bessie Rayner Parkes argued in favour of 'judicious, well-conducted
and morally guarded emigration to our colonies, where the disproportion
is equally e n o r m o u s M a r i a Rye was convinced that the question
34
would never be 'satisfactorily answered without the aid of emigration'.
Not only would it be
a relief to England, but an actual benefit to the
colonies themselves, - an elevation of morals
being the inevitable result of the mere presence
in the colony of a number of high class w o m e n . 3 5
The exact number of middle class women who migrated to Australia
under the auspices of the Society is not known, because the Society's
reports (but not the letters) for the years 1873 to 1879 are missing.
Altogether the Society helped 302 women to migrate throughout the
British Empire between 1862 and 1885. Of these, 128 chose to migrate

29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.

Margaret Sales, 'The English Married Women's Property Acts 1870-1893'
(unpublished B.A. Hons, thesis. University of Wollongong), 1978, pp.15-34
Banks, op.cit., p.39.
Martha Vicinus, ed., A Widening Sphere t Changing Roles of Victorian
Women, London, 1980, pp.117-145.
Banks, op.cit., pp.33-4.
Transactions of the National Association for the Promotion of
the Social Sciences, 1860, p.818.
Maria Rye, Emigration of Educated Women, London, 1861, p.5.
ibid., p.9.

to the Australian colonies.

Another 57 women left England between

1873 and 1879, the period for which the Society's reports are missing.
If the same proportion within this group chose Australia as did those
from preceding and later years, then the total emigration to the
Australian colonies would be in the vicinity of 156, between the
years 1862 and 1885.

The first three years of the Society's operations

were the most productive, with 100 of the total 302 emigrants being
36
dispatched throughout the Empire.

Numbers of emigrants dwindled

during the last years of the Society's operations, with only 43 emigrating
between 1883 and 1885.^^
The Society required all applicants for loans to be 'sufficiently
38
educated to undertake the duties of a nursery governess*.

Wherever

possible women were sent out in pairs, so that they could provide some
form of protection for each other on the voyage out, and yet they would
not flood the colonial market with a sudden influx of educated women.
With the exception of women migrating to rejoin their families most
women sought employment as governesses, with the majority choosing
Melbourne or Sydney as their initial destinations.

A few ventured north

to Brisbane, but the Society was unsuccessful in attracting contacts
in other capital cities.
Those who migrated were adventurous.

It was a big step for

sheltered young women to take, involving a complete break with their
home environment, but it offered an opportunity for a better life,

36.
37.
38.

Female Middle Class Emigration Society, Report, 1872, List of
emigrants.
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away from some of the restrictions imposed upon gentlewomen in
England.
Middle class women migrating to Australia in the 1860s faced
good prospects for work and for marriage.

Throughout the first half

of the century women were in short supply, and sex ratios were weighted
in favour of women.

By 1851, however, this situation had been modified

considerably, so that in New South Wales for every adult female there
were 1.55 m a l e s , whereas in 1846 the ratio was one for every 1.93
39
males, and in 1841 it had been one female for every 2,6 adult males.
The discovery of gold in 1851 upset sex ratios again, with vast
numbers of men journeying to the colonies, and in particular to
40
Victoria, in search of fortune.

In m o s t cases their aim was to

make money and return home with sufficient capital to establish them41
selves in business, as w e l l as to set up a household.
intention of marrying in the Antipodes.

Many had no

The marriage rate in Victoria

throughout the frantic gold rush decade remained the lowest in Australia,
and was even lower than the marriage rate for the same period in
42
England and Wales.
In contrast, marriage rates for South Australia
43
were generally higher.

Family groups were encouraged to migrate

to this colony for the purpose of p e m a n e n t settlement, and sex ratios
were almost evenly balanced. In Queensland and Western Australia
there
44
were few women, but both colonies had high marriage rates.
Such
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contrasts make it impossible to generalize satisfactorily about
sex ratios and marriage rates throughout the Australian colonies,
although they do suggest that the fortune seekers of the diggings
were less interested in matrimony than the general community.

During the 1860s there was discussion in the colonies about the
sort of women who were required.

Women of good reputation were

wanted to produce the next generation of Australians, who would populate
and develop the country and capitalize on its gold-based prosperity.
In an editorial published in the Melbourne Argus on 17 June 1862 the
writer assured Maria Rye and her co-workers that there was 'no prospect
whatever of the market being glutted with educated women, let the
45
immigration be as great as it can be'.
knew which women they did not require.

Employers of South Australia
Reporting in their behalf

the Governor of South Australia stated that 'in that colony (where the
disproportion of males is less marked than in New South Wales or
Victoria) it was better to send no single females at all than Irishwomen ...'46

Opportunities awaited, Maria Rye

believed, for hundreds

of women 'vastly superior to the hordes of wild Irish and fast young
ladies who have hitherto started out as emigrants'.

47

Anti-Irish sentiments were strong in the colonies during the
1860s.

During the previous decade attempts were made to encourage

single females from Britain to migrate to the colonies under the auspices
of the Colonial Land and Emigration Commissioners.
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unable to induce sufficient women from England and Scotland to
migrate, and so it turned to Irish women, most of whom were Catholics,
to make up almost half the numbers of women migrating.

48

Religious

differences were sometimes blamed for the difficulty which Irish
49
women faced in obtaining employment,

and in many cases there were

fears that Catholic women would 'subvert the Protestant family by
"mixed m a r r i a g e s " ^ ^

Other complaints centred around the habits

and lack of training of the Irish women, who, it was claimed, were
'not so tidy or instructed as might be w i s h e d ' O n e

such complaint

appeared in the English Woman's Journal in an article promoting the
emigration of educated

(that is, English middle class) women.

It

claimed that colonists were refusing to be burdened with the 'halfsavage and wholly untaught and unskilled population' from 'the wilds'
of Ireland.

They no longer wanted

women born and bred in peat huts, who know
nothing of the requirements or even decencies
of civilized life, whose whole art of cooking
consists in knowing how to boil a potato or
mix porridge, whose skill as laundresses is
confined to the washing of their own garments
in the running brook, stronger in the domestic
duty of peat-cutting than house-cleaning.^^
Such scathing criticism was written by an advocate of English middle
class female emigration, convinced of the suitability of the women
whom she wished to help emigrate.

Anti-Irish sentiment was used to gain more support for English
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female emigrants.

Social and political objections were raised

against Irish Catholics in Australia, who were demanding State
assistance for Catholic schools at a time when non-denominational
schools were being established throughout the colonies.

And as the

Fenian movement gathered momentum in Britain the political activities
of Irish sympathisers came under scrutiny from the 'loyal colonists
of Australia'especially after the attempted assassination of the
Duke of Edinburgh in 1867.

Throughout this period the Irish in

Australia were on the defensive, reacting to attacks from the predominantly Anglo-Saxon Protestant population, which was determined to
preserve its way of life in the outposts of the British Empire.
Young English middle class female immigrants went to homes which
were very different from those of their counterparts 'back home'.
Their success depended upon the flexibility which they showed to
different surroundings and to the tasks which they were required to
perform.

Although marriage prospects generally were better than at

home, by 1881 the marriage rate in three colonies, Victoria, Tasmania,
54
and Western Australia, was lower than in England.
diminished as well.

Employment prospects

Education Acts were passed in most colonies from

the 'seventies in response to the widespread acceptance of liberal
and democratic ideals, and the increasingly prosperous economic
climate.^^

Liberals'believed that the State had a responsibility to

ensure that all children were provided with the basic elements :
reading, writing, arithmetic, and possibly some simple vocational
t r a i n i n g D e m o c r a t i c ideals also required that future citizens
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have access to a basic education.

In 1872 the Victorian Parliament

passed an Education Act which established a Department of Education,
excluded religion from the curriculum of State schools, and withdrew
funding from Church schools.

Children between the ages of 6 and 15

were required to attend school for at least 120 days per year unless
they had a 'reasonable excuse*.^^
colonies.

Similar acts followed in other

Subsidies were withdrawn from denominational schools, much
58

to the chagrin of church leaders,
State school systems.

and were spent instead on developing

In theory at least, primary education became

•free, secular and compulsory', and government schools increased in
number and size.

Teachers with some training also improved the quality

of education offered, so that parents were less likely to hire a
governess for their children when the alternative of a well-run
non-denominational school was available.
Another source of competition for governesses developed during
the 1870s and early 1880s,

In 1875 the Presbyterian Ladies College

was established in Melbourne, offering an academic curriculum for girls
59
similar to that of grammar schools for boys.

In 1882 the Methodist

Ladies College was opened, followed by the Catholic Ladies College
three years l a t e r . Y o u n g women were admitted to the University
Matriculation examinations in Melbourne in 1871.

By 1880 women were

accepted as students at Melbourne University, so that more girls were
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likely to complete their secondary education.

Ladies Colleges

offered middle class parents the opportunity to give their daughters
a sound academic education in socially acceptable surroundings.

They

presented a serious threat to governesses because of their comparatively
high academic standards and the social status which they soon gained.
Some colleges also accepted country girls as boarding students, thereby
trespassing on the ability of governesses to obtain jobs in remote
areas.

By 1881 the incentives for middle class women to migrate to
Australia had dwindled - no longer was it the 'promised land' for
employment or marriage - and the number of women coming out under
the auspices of the Female Middle Class Emigration Society reflects
this change.

The last woman to receive assistance sailed from England

in November 1885, and in the following year the Society was merged
with the Colonial Emigration Society.^^

Although small in number

and uncharacteristic of the women who migrated to Australia, most of
whom were from the working class, those who travelled out under the
auspices of the F.M.C.E.S. contributed to the educational and cultural
development of this country at a time when the middle class was
expanding, and anxious to pass on hard-won advantages to its daughters
as well as sons.

At worst, English governesses gave families an

opportunity to improve their social status, but for a short time
they also offered a superior form of education for middle class
daughters, and a tangible link with the mother country, its customs
and values.
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systems during the late 1870s and 1880s, the advantages and
accomplishments which an English governess could offer shrank
dramatically.

With just a few exceptions the brief day of the

'redundant' English gentlewoman in Australia had passed.

CHAPTER 1
•REDUNDANT WOMEN'

I N NINETEENTH CENTURY ENGLAND

'Redundant w o m e n w e r e

the target group for those advocating

female middle class emigration.

These women had f a i l e d to achieve

the mid-nineteenth century English goal expected of women by becoming
wives and mothers, and as a consequence they were regarded as
•redundant'.

The problems which they faced in England prompted some

of them to seek an external solution, and led to the establishment
of the Female Middle Class Emigration Society.

Their reasons for

leaving home throw light upon their expectations or hopes for the
future, and influenced the aims and objectives of the Society which
worked to help them.

From the eighteen f i f t i e s until late in the nineteenth century
English men and women saw Australia as the 'promised land'
unmarried middle class women.

Conservatives

for

(mostly male) saw

emigration as an opportunity to r i d the country of 'redundant women'
so that they could f u l f i l their natural roles as wives and mothers
in the female-starved colonies.
saw Australia as one

of

a

Meanwhile, feminists of the period

number of possible labour markets for the

satisfactory employment of these women.

At the very least both views

were over-optimistic, and usually approached the situation with an
inherent English bias which could not, or would not, take into
account the different needs and social structure of the Australian
colonies.

There was consensus on only one point - that something had

to be done to improve the situation for so many unmarried middle class
women.

1.

Solutions varied greatly.

W . R . Greg, 'Why are Women Redundant?', National Review,
April 1862.

xxviii,

Conservative writers outlined some of the reasons for the
declining marriage rate in England and Wales, advocating as a solution
that middle class women should emigrate to the colonies.

The most

prominent and controversial of the commentators who wished to
preserve the role of home-maker for middle class women was William
Rathbone Greg, an essayist and businessman from Manchester, whose
political and economic articles appeared regularly in leading journals.
Greg pointed to the large number of men who had gone to the colonies,
2
leaving sex ratios on both sides of the world unbalanced.

By mid-

century, too, the escalating cost of establishing a household,
supporting a wife in a socially acceptable manner (that is, in a
life devoted to the superintendence of the home, with o^ without
servants) and providing for a family deterred many men from taking
the matrimonial plunge.
Greg failed to recognize that many men left England in search of
a fortune (especially during the gold rush decade from 1851 to 1861).
Hopeful miners poured across the sea to Canada, California, New South
Wales and Victoria as news of each successive strike reached England.
Their aim was to return home and settle down with sufficient capital
to establish themselves in business, and to set up a household.
had no intention of marrying in the Antipodes or elsewhere;

Most

it simply

did not enter into their plans.

The proposed emigration of women for marriage also neglected the
sensibilities of nineteenth century middle class women, who in most

2.

See Chapter 4, page

93.

cases would have led a very sheltered life, travelling only short
distances, always with a chaperone.

They were, nevertheless, to be

transported across the world in what could only be described as
difficult and dangerous conditions, to be landed in a strange country
with little support or supervision.

Who was to look after them until

they accepted a proposal of marriage?

And what alternatives were

available to them if men failed to ask for their hand?
For young women of the nineteenth century marriage was the primary
aim of life, a societal goal established by men predominantly for their
own advantage (although in some cases it was an economic burden),
leading to the economic and emotional dependence of wives on their
husbands.

Women were idealized and cared for as long as they were

prepared to accept the role of home-maker and spiritual guide within
the family.

Walter Houghton has described John Ruskin's "Of Queen's

Gardens" in Sesame and Lilies as 'the most important single document ..
for the characteristic idealization of love, woman, and the home in
Victorian thought.'

In it Ruskin describes man's power as 'active,

progressive, defensive'... he is eminently the doer, the creater,
the discoverer, the defender."^

In contrast, woman's power is 'for

rule, not for battle', and her intellect is for 'sweet ordering,
arrangement, and decision'.^

Her education should aim only to

•enable her to understand, and even to aid, the work of men'

In fact middle class young women were not trained for professions
as their brothers generally were, and their education usually involved

3. W. Houghton, The Victorian Frame of Mind, 1830-1870, New Haven,
1957, p.343.
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the study of literature, a little French, music, needlework, and
other artistic skills - enough to retain the interest of possible
suitors, but not to threaten the abilities of young men.

Young

ladies were not expected to fend for themselves in society and, most
Victorians believed, they were not equipped to do so.

More mundane works re-inforced the image of woman as home-maker.
Numerous manuals were published to guide women in the fulfilment of
their housewifely duties.

Mrs Beeton's Book of Household Management
7

was the best known of these manuals.

Others gave advice of a more

general nature for the newly married woman, which was designed to turn
her into a perfect wife.

Her aim was to be the creator of a sanctuary

for her husband and family from 'that fierce conflict of worldly
interests, by which men are so deeply occupied
as to be in a manner
g
compelled to stifle their best feelings'.

Manuals were also published for the guidance of young girls
wishing to attain the much-desired state of matrimony.

Mothers impressed

upon their daughters the code of behaviour expected of them, but as
it became more difficult to attract a husband some articles reflected
a growing sense of desperation.^

The stigma of spinsterhood also grew as a corollary of the
increased emphasis on marriage.

The very term 'redundant women*

suggested the uselessness of women who could not become wives and
mothers, and this societal perception put pressure on girls to avoid
becoming 'old maids'.
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who failed in the 'marriage m a r k e t ' .

A t b e s t , Greg lamented, women

w o u l d have to 'carve out artificial a n d painfully-sought occupations
for themselves'.

The m o s t unhappy consequence, though, w o u l d be that

'in place of completing, sweetening, and embellishing the existence
of others' they w o u l d be compelled to lead an 'independent and
incomplete existence of their own'

Young w o m e n who failed in their q u e s t for a husband were encouraged b y m e n like Greg to t r a v e l around the world for another chance.
These w o m e n were being asked to depart from middle class male dominated
patterns of behaviour in order to achieve their primary g o a l - the
chance of marriage - while in the process disposing of a symptom of
s o c i a l breakdown within middle class society as i t w a s evolving under
capitalism.

There were simply not enough respectable m e n of means in

Victorian England who were prepared to marry for the number of
respectable middle class w o m e n (usually without means) who h a d been
b r o u g h t up w i t h marriage as their only goal.

Middle class girls

were expected to live in the family h o m e , b u t if no suitors presented
t h e m s e l v e s , unmarried w o m e n often became a burden on family finances,
especially when appearances were k e p t up in the desperate hope of
attracting a husband.

Few women could hope to inherit w e a l t h , as

sons w e r e first in line under English l a w .

A fortunate few received

allowances w h i c h were adequate to support an independent lifestyle
(Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon was one of these^^), but in most cases
young women were totally dependent upon their families.
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had to be done to relieve the plight of England's 'redundant women'.

Female activists in England varied in their responses to the
proposed emigration of women.

Frances Power Cobbe and others reacted

strongly against Greg's proposal, and condemned what they saw as a
12

threatened sentence of 'transportation or starvation to all old maids'.
Throughout the fifties there were moves in a number of directions
to increase the rights and opportunities for women, especially for
those from the middle class.

After much agitation from Barbara Leigh

Smith Bodichon a bill was introduced into the House of Commons in
1857 to give property rights to married women, but was dropped after
the passage of the Divorce Act of that year, which included limited
rights for separated or divorced women.^^

Two years later the

Society for Promoting the Employment of Women (S.P.E.W.) was established.
Leaders like Jessie Boucherett, Bessie Rayner Parkes and Maria Rye
worked to increase the range of profitable occupations open to
respectable women which would allow them to be financially self14
sufficient.

Before they could earn a reasonable salary, however,

women had to be educated and trained for specialist careers, and so
several concentrated their activities in this area.

Emily Davies

and Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon worked towards the establishment of
Girton College, designed to offer imiversity-level education for young
women, and also arranged for girls to sit for the local examinations
held by Cambridge University.^^
12.
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Other supporters in the struggle for improved female education,
for different purposes and in varying degrees, were John Stuart
Mill and Charles Kingsley.

Mill in particular was active in a

number of campaigns to improve women's rights - to vote, to own
property, to work, and to a full education - in order to end the
subordination of women and replace it with
a principle of perfect equality, admitting no
power or privilege on the one side, nor disability
on the other.^^
Mill rejected the education proffered to women as one for the sentiments
only, designed to condition women for their subordinate role.

Instead

he encouraged all branches of learning to be opened up to women so
that ability might be stimulated and 'the mass of mental facilities*
doubled for the higher service of humanity.

17

Kingsley and others

gave more qualified support, seeking instead to educate women for

18
supporting roles 'within a morally renewed society',

where strong

leaders would overcome the confusion and disorder of the new industrial
society.
As early as 1857 women were able to publicize their demands for
improved rights at the congresses of the National Association for the
Promotion of Social Science, an organization formed by like-minded
women and men to promote research into and discussion upon contemporary
social issues.^^

Membership included Jessie Boucherett, Bessie Rayner

Parkes, Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon, Maria Rye, Lord Shaftesbury
and Lord Brougham, all of whom were involved in reform movements of
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the time.

It was at these meetings that many middle class women

had their first experience of public speaking, an opportunity which
they used to further the cause of women's rights.

Proceedings from

each congress were also published in the Society's Transactions.
One topic which received attention at these regular gatherings was
the promotion of colonial emigration for suitably qualified women.
Maria Rye was foremost in championing this cause.

The women who came forward to voice their demands were welleducated members of the middle class, often from a similar (Protestant)
religious background.

The 'Ladies of Langham Place', as they came

to be known by friend and foe, launched a multi-faceted programme to
improve the position of middle class women in industrial England.
The premises at number 19 Langham Place housed the National Association
for the Promotion of Social Science, the Society for Promoting the
Employment of Women, and the English Woman's Journal, the voice of
the movement for women's rights.

The Emigration Society also had

its beginnings there, but shifted to Portugal Street when Maria Rye
established her law copying business.

This was a formidable collection

of organizations which shared the same broad goal.

Langham Place

became the focal point for those involved in the struggle to improve
the rights of women.

Women involved in the different projects co-operated whenever
this was possible, but each woman also specialized in an area which
she saw as being of fundamental importance.

Maria Rye and Jane Lewin

were the chief advocates of female emigration, and Rye was instrumental
in the establishment of the Female Middle Class Emigration Society in
1862.

Both women appreciated the problems which emigration presented

for contemporary women.

They consequently sought to provide super-

vision and assistance as well as points of contact and support for
their protégées upon arrival in the colonies.
that all applicants must be well trained.

The Society insisted

In deference to the more

basic needs of the colonies all its emigrants were required to assist,
when necessary, with cooking, baking, washing, needlework, and
housework.

20

Most applicants were governesses.

Rye and Lewin made a careful examination of colonial recruitment
needs and yet they were over-optimistic about the number of emigrants
who could be absorbed into the Australian colonial workforce at the
level to which they were accustomed.

Maria Rye and Jane Lewin were

very conscious of, and adhered to, the class barriers of English
society, and did not wish to see these crumble in the Antipodes.

They

wished, instead, to see 'an elevation of morals' which they saw as
the 'inevitable result of the presence in the colony of a number of
21
high class women'.

Like their co-workers they were not revolutionary

feminists, wishing instead to improve conditions for women within the
existing class structure.
Despite concessions to colonial domestic needs, emigrants were
expected to remain gentlewomen, and to maintain class differences as
they existed in England.

Only small numbers of emigrants received

assistance through the Female Middle Class Emigration Society, yet
some women had difficulty finding suitable employment which would
allow them to maintain their previous middle class status.
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eventually accepted what they saw as lower-status but better paid
jobs (such as clerks or saleswomen), gradually adjusting to Australian
customs and a less rigid system of class barriers.

Only when emigrants

were prepared to relax their English concept of class were they fully
successful in adapting to their new surroundings and lifestyle.

With

their understandable acceptance of English class structures, Rye and
Lewin exposed their emigrant women to an element of social conflict
by expecting them to adapt to their new surroundings and yet to
maintain their original class identity.

'Doomed to Celibacy'

22

; The Problem Stated

From 1851 until well into the twentieth century the number of
women in England and Wales grew in excess of the male population.
Census figures for 1851 show there were 1042 females for every 1000
males, in 1861 there were 1053 and a decade later 1054.

By 1891 the

figure had risen to 1063, and after the devastating impact of the
23
First World War, to 1096 women for 1000 men by 1921.

The situation

was even worse when statistics for the population aged 15 and over
are examined.

In 1851 there were 1070 females for every 24
1000 males,

and by 1871 this had jumped to 1088 for every 1000 males.

As well,

throughout the nineteenth century the life expectancy for women was
higher than for men, and in every age group the male mortality level
was higher than for women.

The major cause of the imbalance, however,

was male emigration from England, which was always much higher than
for women.
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to the colonies compared with 40,840 women.

Many of the men who

emigrated were from the middle class, but most of the women were from
the working class, the most common occupations being domestic and
farm service, followed by needlework, millinery and dressmaking.^^
As a result, the position of unmarried middle class women was even
more precarious than the statistics would suggest.

To make matters worse for women who wished to wed, the marriage
rate was also falling.

In 1851 the rate stood at 17.2 per 1000

population, in 1861 it dropped considerably to 16.3, but rose slightly
in 1871 to 16.7.

The following decade it plummeted to 15.1,^^ and

continued to drop throughout the 1880s.

There were fluctuations in

the rate during each decade, as the number of marriages varied with
changing economic circumstances, but nevertheless there was an
obvious tendency for the marriage rate to fall.

There is unfortunately

no way to examine the number of marriages within each class, but one
of the reasons given by contemporary writers for the fall in popularity
of marriage was the high cost of setting up a new household, a factor
28
which weighed most heavily with middle class men.

Young men of

this class were likely to have high expectations of the necessities
of life, yet not to be earning sufficiently high salaries to support
the costs of a separate household.
In his article on 'redundant women' Greg attacked the men and
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and women who were not prepared to give up some of the luxuries of
the age for the responsibilities of marriage.

He was critical of

women who rejected proposals entailing 'a sacrifice of that "position",
which they value more than the attractions of domestic life',29 but
he was even more scathing towards men who would not
resign the easy independence, the exceptional
luxuries, the habitual indulgences of a
bachelor's career, for the fetters of a wife,
the burden and responsibility of children, and the
decent monotony of the hearth.^^
'The lusts of the flesh or the lusts of the eye, or the hollow gauds
of pride', he continued, 'are neither necessary to the enjoyment of
life, nor really contribute to it'.^^

Despite Greg's criticisms he could not deny that it was an age
of comparative luxury and increasing expectations for the growing
32
ranks of the middle class.

Industrial development and organization,

with their demand for a range of services which town dwellers came to
expect, swelled the numbers of the middle class, while the expansion
of education accentuated this process.

Hobsbawm estimates the number

of middle class households at approximately 200,000, based on tax
assessments for England and Wales for incomes which were over £300
33
for the year 1865-6.

Of these, 7,500 were for incomes of over £5,000,

while 42,000 were for incomes from £l,000 to

£5,000.^^

The recipients

of these incomes included merchants and bankers, ship-owners, factory
and mine owners, doctors, solicitors and barristers, architects and
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c i v i l engineers.^^

By the middle of the century there was considerable

awareness of and discussion regarding class differences, and the role
and habits o f the middle class.^^

Although there were great differ-

ences in w e a l t h a n d life-style within this class there were minimum
37
standards to w h i c h a family had to a d h e r e .

In the p a t r i a r c h a l

society of Victorian England this meant at the very least that a middle
class wife d i d not work outside the h o m e , and any daughters were also
to be cared for by the father u n t i l they were m a r r i e d .

In most cases

daughters w o u l d be educated at home by a governess while sons were
sent away to boarding schools.

At least one domestic servant was

e s s e n t i a l for any family aspiring to middle class status, with numbers
38
of servants increasing from 900,000 in 1 8 5 1 to 1.4 million in 1871. A
separate household was also necessary, if possible a carriage, and a
39
life of conspicuous consumption and entertainments.

Little wonder

that so many men were n o t prepared to give up a life of 'easy independence' w h e n domesticity required such a heavy financial commitment!
Novelists of the p e r i o d frequently used the expense involved in
establishing a household as an ingredient in their p l o t s .

For

e x a m p l e , in Anthony Trollope's The S m a l l House at Allington, published
in 1 8 5 2 , p o o r John Eames could not ask the w o m a n he loved to marry h i m
because h e was unable to establish a household in London - he was
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a mere civil servant with an income of
of

£20.

£80 per year plus an allowance

Another suitor for Lily Dale's hand, Adolphus Crosbie, hoped
40

to avoid 'a cheap and nasty menage'
provide generously for her.

by persuading her uncle to

Throughout Trollope's novels his charac-

ters struggle to gather together enough money so that marriage and
a family will not take away the many luxuries they have come to expect.
Letters to The Times discussed the minimum requirements necessary
41
for a married couple to live respectably,

while an essay entitled

'Why Men Don't Marry' detailed the many expenses involved in establishing a decent household.

The culprits, the writer contended,are

'pleasant young fellows, with an income of three or four hundred a
42
year and no prospect of increasing it'.

To marry would lead to a

'terrible falling-off in the standard of comfort, and the one luxury
which these pleasant fellows religiously deny themselves is that of
. . . 43
a wife'.
Concern for falling living standards was not a nineteenth century
phenomenon, but it became more and more common as a topic for discussion
and investigation as the century progressed.

In 1798 Thomas Malthus

had published his Essay on Population, and in 1803 a second edition
appeared, presenting the gloomy picture of early marriages and a
population explosion which would far outdistance any increase in
industrial productivity.'^^
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argument, b u t by the eighteen fifties, with the continuing process
of industrialization, marriage and the establishment of a household
became the topic of the moment.

The 'proper time to marry' was

considered at great length, with the most common advice being to wait
prudently u n t i l the intended husband's income should guarantee a
reasonable standard of living.

45

Many young women were counselled by

45
their family not to enter into imprudent marriages or 'mesalliances'.
Writers described the middle class preoccupation with getting
daughters well-settled, especially where there were several daughters
in the family.
such author.

Jane Austen, writing early in the century, was one
The unmarried daughter of a country vicar, she portrayed

with great clarity a world in which young women were obliged to regulate
their behaviour and promote themselves at every opportunity in order
to appear attractive on the 'marriage market' or face the dreadful
consequences of failure in a lonely life under constant economic
threat. Pride and Prejudice, probably Jane Austen's best-3aiown w o r k ,
is concerned with the search for suitable marriage partners for the
five daughfers in the Bennet household.

Mrs Bennet's life work 'was

47
to get her daughters married'.

Much to her consternation her second

daughter, Elizabeth, rejected an offer of marriage from the pompous
Mr Collins, a clergyman who was also to inherit Longbourne, the
Bennet residence, on the death of her husband.
45.
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was even greater when Mr Collins was accepted by Charlotte Lucas,
the daughter of a neighbour.

Charlotte's approach was very sensible:

marriage had always been her object: it was the
only honourable provision for well-educated young
women of small fortune, and, however uncertain of
giving happiness, must be their pleasantest
preservative from want.'^Q
Eventually Jane, Mrs Bennet's eldest daughter, and Elizabeth were
betrothed to marry men of considerable fortunes, one who had 'four
49
or five thousand a year'
year.^*^

the other, reported to have

But of course they really marry for lovel

£10,000 per

Even a younger

daughter who eloped was still regarded by her mother as a success
because she married eventually, albeit not as illustriously as her
older sisters.
Later novelists continued to write about the 'marriage market'
and those unfortunate enough

to be involved.

Thackeray's novels

describe the perils of mercenary marriages and the artificiality of
the system which was forced upon young people.

In Pendennis, for

example, the hero admits: 'We don't marry for passion, but for prudence
and for establishment'.^^

As well, Pendennis was very., critical of

the dissembling demanded of young women in order to 'catch' a husband.
Charles Dickens also wrote of commercial marriages and their problems,
as in Dombey and Son.

For Anthony Trollope marriage was still 'a
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woman's only career',
but in his novels he condemned the pressure
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brought to bear upon young p e o p l e , especially daughters, in order
to contract 'suitable' m a r r i a g e s .

In Phineas Finn Trollope described

with no sympathy the efforts of Lady Baldock to marry off her niece,
the young and wealthy Violet Effingham, who was under her protection.
(Lady Baldock was also collecting money for h e r favourite hobby of
the m o m e n t , the 'Female Protestant Unmarried Women's Emigration
Society'.)^^

Despite these pressures some women struggled to retain their
independence.

George Gissing's The Odd Women details the trials and

tribulations of the Madden daughters, left to make their own way in
the w o r l d with no money o r professional skills after the untimely
death of their father.

As it became more and more apparent that there were not enough
men for women to m a r r y , thereby threatening the Victorian ideal of
hearth a n d h o m e , the plight of surplus women became the current cause
for concern.

The pathetic figure of the distressed gentlewoman,

forced by economic circumstance to take up the only respectable
occupation for w h i c h she m i g h t be suited, namely governessing, became
a l l too familiar in r e a l life and in literature.

The problem was

sufficiently noticeable b y the 1840s to warrant the establishment of
the Governesses' Benevolent Institution, which aimed to help 'unemployed,
54
i l l and aged governesses'.

Although young women were fortunate if

they found employment, in many cases their salaries were nevertheless
53.
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pitifully low, partly as a consequence of the intense demand for
positions, and partly because women were not expected to support
themselves.

Even with a job the possibility of financial security

for governesses was not great.

Charlotte Bronte contemplated such employment but, she said,
'I hate and abhor the very thoughts of governess-ship'.^^

Despite

the hateful image of governessing Charlotte and her sisters spent
some years teaching before they had a chance to draw on their
experiences in the creation of characters for their novels.
example is the heroine in Jane Eyre, by Charlotte Bronte;
is Agnes Grey, by Anne Bronte.

One such
the other

56

Paintings representing the plight of distressed women also
appeared in some of the most prestigious galleries in the country,
encouraging upper class patrons to think again of the treatment meted
out to governesses in their own households.

Two such paintings, by

Richard Redgrave, were The Reduced Gentleman's Daughter, and The Poor
57
Teacher, exhibited at the Royal Academy during the eighteen forties.
Other artists chose happier themes;

either that of the Victorian

wife surrounded by her family, or sometimes with her husband.

Woman' s

Mission; Companion to Manhood, by George Elgar Hicks, is an example
58
59
of the latter, exhibited in 1863.
'Calm domestic scenes'
were
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popular in the 1850s and 1860s as the home became increasingly
important in Victorian society.

Frederick Goodall's A Letter from

Papa, shows three children clustered around their mother as she
60
reads a letter from her husband.
women's search for a husband:

Other paintings chronicled

The Proposal, painted by William Power

Frith in 1877, portrays a successful woman with her husband-to-be.^^
Although the Pre-Raphaelite painters were probably the best known of
the mid-Victorian period, those who chose domestic or social subjects
were popular and widely exhibited during the nineteenth century.

Their

works complemented contemporary literature and illustrated vividly
the issues which were being raised in Parliament, periodicals and
newspapers.

How many women were 'doomed to celibacy'?

In his View

of the Art of Colonisation Edward Gibbon Wakefield referred to Great
Britain as 'the greatest and the saddest convent that the world has
seen'.

Estimates of the number of unmarried women vary greatly,

but the impact of male emigration and delayed marriages made the problem
increasingly evident, and a cause for great concern in such a
patriarchal society.
W.R. Greg believed that the number of women involved was 'enormous
and increasing'.

He estimated there were

hundreds of thousands of women ... scattered
through all ranks, but proportionately most
numerous in the middle and upper classes, who have to earn their own living, instead of
spending and husbanding the earnings of men ...
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Unfortunately the statistics w h i c h are available are not class
s p e c i f i c , so that it is difficult to determine w h e t h e r middle class
w o m e n were indeed the m o s t d i s a d v a n t a g e d .

Some nineteenth century

writers attempted to compare p o p u l a t i o n statistics for different
areas to get some sort of class b r e a k d o w n , b u t such assumptions were
invariably complicated b y numbers of working class w o m e n who appeared
64
in middle a n d u p p e r class suburbs as domestic servants.

Never-

t h e l e s s , middle class m e n were m o r e likely to postpone marriage
because of the costs involved than m e n from the working c l a s s , and
they w e r e more likely to emigrate than middle class w o m e n .

A t the

same time the increasing importance of leisure and the obligation of
middle class fathers to m a i n t a i n their daughters at home made observers
of Victorian society acutely aware of the dimensions of the p r o b l e m .
Greg suggested that there w e r e 'hundreds of thousands' of surplus
women.

By 1 8 6 1 there were o v e r half a m i l l i o n more women than men in

E n g l a n d a n d Wales in a t o t a l population of twenty m i l l i o n , and by 1 9 0 1
this figure h a d reached one m i l l i o n , in a t o t a l population of thirtytwo million.^^

More i m p o r t a n t l y , the number of 'surplus' single women

aged fifteen years and o v e r increased from 72,500 in 1 8 5 1 to 125,200

66
in 1 8 7 1 , o r '72.7 p e r cent o v e r the twenty y e a r s ' .

Although the

p r o b l e m was n o t as large as Greg s u g g e s t e d , f o r the many women reflected
in these statistics it required a m a j o r modification to their lifetime
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expectations and threatened their happiness.

And the situation was

deteriorating.

So many 'redundant women' could not be hidden away.

Two possible

solutions were offered to the plight of England's 'old maids' employment in England which was satisfying and financially rewarding,
or emigration to the colonies for the chance of employment and/or
marriage.
6V
'Teach your protegees to emigrate',

Maria Rye was urged, in

order to increase the employment opportunities available for young
women.

For very different reasons, W.R. Greg and other conservative

forces in Victorian England agreed totally with this advice.

Greg

urged the emigration of women to restore the 'natural proportion
68
between the sexes in the old country and in the new ones'.
Nature
•has no redundancies', he assured his readers;

'the excess here is

. 69
counterbalanced by a corresponding deficiency elsewhere'.
Emigration for middle class women was a shared goal for Maria Rye,
Jane Lewin, W.R. Greg and their respective supporters.

They agreed

that the dimensions of the problem demanded immediate attention,
threatening as it did the very heart of English society.

But their

motives for supporting emigration and the way in which they worked
for the success of this goal differed enormously.
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CHAPTER 2
THE FEMALE MIDDLE CLASS EMIGRATION SOCIETY

The Female Middle Class Emigration Society offered English
'redundant

women'the opportunity of a new life in Australia and

other parts of the Empire.

Without the Society's help most women

could not have migrated - they could not have raised the money for
their passage, they would have been exposed to considerable dangers
on the voyage out, and upon arrival in the Australian colonies.

The

Society offered loans to successful candidates, information about
conditions in the colonies, protection on the voyage out, and contacts
at their destination.

The policies adopted by its officials determined

the number and qualifications of middle class women who were able
to migrate to Australia between 1861 and 1881.

The Female Middle Class Emigration Society was established in
1862, but its origins can be traced to the campaigns of the 1850s
to improve women's rights.^

Committee members of the Society for

Promoting the Employment of Women became convinced of the need for
a variety of solutions to help England's distressed gentlewomen.
Although their attention focused on the range of occupations open to
women, they became 'convinced of the advisability of emigration in
many of the cases' before them.

2

Maria Rye actively promoted the emigration cause within S.P.E.W.,
and gained the support of other committee members to publicize her
plans.

From the age of sixteen Maria Rye had been helping women to

emigrate, her first case being the under-nurse in her father's

1.
2.

See Chapter 1, pp.29-30.
English Woman's Journal, 1 March 1861, p.2.

household, who was apparently persecuted by an unkind stepmother.
The enterprising young lady contacted the Emigration Commissioners
for Victoria, and managed to secure a free passage to that colony
for h e r unhappy protegee.^

In an article which appeared in the

English Woman's Journal in June 1860 Maria Rye pointed out that no
assisted passages were available for any women 'except household
servants', and appealed for support from 'English ladies to start,
arrange and uphold' a scheme to help women who were often 'more
4
helplessly placed than most household servants'.

Her scheme aimed

to help women who had served 'in light businesses, and the few ...
who are not ignorant of o r ashamed to join in the household management
and duties pertaining to large families'.^

Rye proposed that small

groups of approximately six settlers be sent to appropriate colonies,
h e r first choice being New Zealand, because it was 'a class station'
where most people were educated, and 'order, and an established church
a n d collegiate schools are there;

[as well] the mania for money is

not so rampant ...'
Rye recommended that the passage money be advanced to intending
emigrants by English ladies, and for that purpose suggested that a
separate fund be raised, to be placed under the control of committee
members of S.P.E.W.^

A n unsigned follow-up article appeared in the

English Woman's Journal in March 1861, announcing the establishment
of a special fund under the auspices of S.P.E.W.

Contributions were
g
requested from readers to help send educated women to the colonies.
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The scheme also received publicity at the meetings of the National
Association for the Promotion of Social Science.

At one of its

meetings in 1860 Bessie Rayner Parkes spoke in favour of 'judicious,
well-conducted and morally guarded emigration',^^ and the following
year Maria Rye addressed its Dublin congress.

In her paper she

pointed to the support received from all quarters once people were
convinced of the numbers of women in distress.

From 'pens the most

antagonistic on every other subject' she was urged to
send them where the men want wives, the mothers
want governesses, where the shopkeepers, the
schools, and the sick will thoroughly appreciate
your exertions, and heaitlly welcome your women. ^^

Rye was also hopeful of financial support from the colonies
themselves, if they could only be convinced of the benefits to flow
from her 'high class women'.

She revealed that a contact in Victoria,

Mr Edward Willis, was prepared to moot the question in the House.

If

only some offer could be made to 'bear part of the expense of their
removal' she was optimistic that 'the colonies would soon meet us
12

half way' .

At the conclusion of her paper Maria Rye opened the

appeal to the general public.
During 1861 nineteen women were sent out to various colonies,
13
fourteen of them going to Australia.

Maria Rye arranged to finance

these women privately with loans from sympathetic ladies, and with
some financial assistance from S.P.E.W.

The first party of six

ladies set out for Sydney in June 1861.

Reports from them indicated

that they were well received in the colony and quickly found employment.
9.
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in m o s t cases as g o v e r n e s s e s .

A l t h o u g h this p r e l i m i n a r y v e n t u r e was s u c c e s s f u l , it soon became
o b v i o u s that to continue the o p e r a t i o n o n a larger scale required
m u c h g r e a t e r c a p i t a l to finance l o a n s .

To this end an a p p e a l was

p u b l i s h e d in T h e Times o n 3 A p r i l 1862 u n d e r the initials

S.G.O.

(Lord S y d n e y G o d o l p h i n Osborne) commending the cause to 'wealthy
14
ladies o f t h e l a n d ' .

In h i s l e t t e r h e drew attention to the

p r e c a r i o u s p o s i t i o n of so m a n y w o m e n , and o u t l i n e d some o f the efforts
m a d e to o p e n up e m p l o y m e n t to t h e m .

More importantly, he gave details

of the e m i g r a t i o n s c h e m e , contacts m a d e in the c o l o n y , and its success
to d a t e .

F o u r days l a t e r a l e t t e r a p p e a r e d from Maria Rye giving

f u r t h e r d e t a i l s of h e r p l a n . ^ ^
In the same issue of The Times w a s a letter from Emily F a i t h f u l l ,
w h o s e p r i n t i n g p r e s s w a s o n e o f the activities encouraged b y S . P . E . W .
While supporting e m i g r a t i o n as an outlet 'for some of the present
s u f f e r e r s ' she u r g e d g r e a t e r f o r e t h o u g h t f r o m parents as to the future
of t h e i r g i r l s , b u t for t h e short term requested assistance from
t h e same s y m p a t h e t i c ladies so t h a t she c o u l d increase the n u m b e r o f
a p p r e n t i c e s h i p s o p e n to w o m e n . ^^

F a i t h f u l l a n d Rye were b o t h w o r k i n g

to improve t h e p o s i t i o n o f m i d d l e class w o m e n , and appreciated the
w o r k o f the o t h e r , b u t e a c h w a s c o n v i n c e d that h e r o w n solution h a d
m o r e scope f o r e x p a n s i o n and a b e t t e r chance of success.

Charles K i n g s l e y also wrote in support of the emigration s c h e m e ,

14.
15.
16.

The Times, 3 April 1862.
The Times, 7 April 1862.
ibid.

b e l i e v i n g i t to b e the 'only one on w h i c h a practical man can look
with unmixed satisfaction'.^^

Kingsley had reservations about some

of the o t h e r schemes d e s i g n e d to employ the distressed w o m a n , doubting
w h e t h e r she w o u l d b e able to compete permanently with a man
in any k i n d of h a n d i c r a f t w h a t s o e v e r . She is
p h y s i c a l l y weaker; her health is m o r e
uncertain;
she is (at l e a s t , at present)
w o r s e trained to m e t h o d i c a l labour; and her
p o w e r of w o r k ceases a t least ten years
sooner than the m a n ' s , leaving her destitute
in old a g e . ^ ^
By e n c o u r a g i n g M a r i a Rye's p r o j e c t he w i s h e d to send the excess
m a r r i a g e a b l e w o m e n to the colonies in the h o p e of finding a h u s b a n d
there.

C o n s e q u e n t l y , he appealed to all ladies and gentlemen

'who

have known the b l e s s i n g s of m a r r i e d life, and to w h o m God has given
m o n e y to s p a r e , to spend some of it' so that others m i g h t also enjoy
that happiness.

H i s support w a s a c c e p t e d , b u t his encouragement of

m i g r a t i o n for m a r r i a g e w a s a t odds with the motives of the ladies
w h o i n i t i a t e d the s c h e m e .

R e g u l a r a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t s appeared in The Times throughout 1862
for g i f t s r e c e i v e d , including substantial d o n a t i o n s , 'a spinster's
19
m i t e ' , and a p a r c e l of old c l o t h e s .
the fund w a s

Total public subscriptions to

£ 5 0 0 , w h i c h w a s used to finance loans for passage m o n e y .

Critics of the scheme also w r o t e to The Time s.

One w r i t e r ,

r e c e n t l y r e t u r n e d from A u s t r a l i a after living there for some y e a r s ,
u r g e d c a u t i o n b e c a u s e of the dreadful position women would be in if
they failed to o b t a i n a s i t u a t i o n .
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governess, wrote of a failed mission to the Antipodes.

In spite of

the 'highest testimonials and a letter of introduction to the Bishop's
wife' she was unable to find employment as a governess, and had to
subsist as a daily needlewoman.

Her health failed, but she was
21

fortunate enough to have friends who raised money to bring her home.
Maria Rye wrote a letter in reply to 'J.K.', attacking her 'four-yearold news', quoting instead letters received by the last mail, which
gave a much rosier picture of employment prospects.

Although her

point was valid, Rye had been guilty of the same offence, quoting from
letters of a woman who arrived in South Australia in 1849.
22
were dated from 1849 through to 1858.

The letters

One critic who could not be dismissed so easily was Stephen Walcott,
from the Government Emigration Board.

He received regular reports from

the colonial governments in Australia on the classes of emigrants
in demand, and all reported no demand 'for the educated classes, male
and female, among whom "governesses" are especially named'.

Walcott,

too, urged caution, although he believed a few women with friends in
the colony 'may, perhaps, succeed'.

23

Maria Rye did not reply to Walcott's letter.

She was convinced

by the success of her early emigrants, and she certainly had no
intention of sending more than a few governesses at one time to each
destination.

Rye accepted the need for training young women and

opening up new occupations to them, but in her eyes a surplus remained
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a surplus 'to the end of the s t o r y ' .

She b e l i e v e d the solution for

h u n d r e d s , n o t a l l of them g o v e r n e s s e s , lay in e m i g r a t i o n .

And so

the p r o j e c t c o n t i n u e d .

T h e F e m a l e M i d d l e Class E m i g r a t i o n Society w a s established in
M a y 1862 following the p u b l i c i t y and s u b s c r i p t i o n s which flowed from
the items in The T i m e s .

A m o n g s t its p a t r o n s w e r e the E a r l of Shaftesbury,

w h o later b e c a m e its P r e s i d e n t , L o r d B r o u g h a m , the Bishop of S y d n e y ,
and Monckton Milnes, M . P .

Its p a t r o n e s s e s included B e s s i e Rayner Parkes

a n d Isa C r a i g , b o t h active m e m b e r s of S . P . E . W . , w i t h Barbara Leigh
S m i t h B o d i c h o n on the c o m m i t t e e .

The Society's h o n o r a r y secretaries

w e r e M a r i a Rye and Jane L e w i n , w h o w e r e r e s p o n s i b l e for the selection
of e m i g r a n t s , a n d for all a r r a n g e m e n t s m a d e r e g a r d i n g p a s s a g e to the
colonies.

S e c r e t a r i e s w e r e also e x p e c t e d t o e s t a b l i s h contacts at

c o l o n i a l p o r t s chosen as d e s t i n a t i o n s for t h e Society's e m i g r a n t s .
The C o m m i t t e e r e v i e w e d d e c i s i o n s taken by the Honorary S e c r e t a r i e s ,
b u t in p r a c t i c e c o n t r o l o f the S o c i e t y , and a l l its w o r k , w a s left
in the h a n d s of Rye a n d L e w i n .
to t h e o r i g i n a l

The S o c i e t y ' s funds w e r e limited

£ 500 s u b s c r i b e d t h r o u g h the a p p e a l in The T i m e s ,

o c c a s i o n a l d o n a t i o n s , and r e p a y m e n t s f r o m e m i g r a n t s .

Late in 1862 the S o c i e t y ' s f i r s t r e p o r t was piiblished, listing
its r u l e s and giving details of its financial s i t u a t i o n .

The Society

r e s t r i c t e d its assistance e n t i r e l y to e d u c a t e d w o m e n , with the minimum
q u a l i f i c a t i o n b e i n g t h a t for a n u r s e r y g o v e r n e s s .

Bearing in mind

the s p e c i a l n e e d s of the c o l o n y , a l l a p p l i c a n t s were required to be
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competent in 'cooking, baking, washing, needlework, and housework',
and were expected to be willing to assist with these skills whenever
25
necessary.

They had also to supply the names of four referees.

Successful applicants received loans from the Society to cover some
or all of the costs of the voyage, but the Society was also prepared
to offer its protection to women who did not need loans.
Although the Society was formed specifically to aid 'educated
women' there was some disagreement over the precise definition of
this term, and who was to be helped.

W.R. Greg actually stated the

problem:
the class of women who are redundant here is not
exactly the class wanted in the colonies, or
specially adapted for colonial life. The women
most largely wanted there would be found in the
lower ranks of the middle classes:- the women who
are mostly redundant ... are chiefly to be found
in the upper aid educated sections of society.^^
The discussion ranged around the 'lower ranks of the jiiddle classes'
and the 'educated sections'.

Women involved in S.P.E.W. and the

F.M.C.E.S. used the term 'educated' to refer to the middle class, and
most certainly to differentiate their ladies from those of the working
class.^^

Maria Rye believed there was a body of women 'infinitely

superior by birth, by education, and by taste' to those previously
sent abroad.^®

More specifically, she suggested that there were two

classes of women who could migrate: firstly 'a few really accomplished
29
governesses' who would easily obtain well-paid jobs in the bush,
and secondly, 'the half-educated daughters of poor professional men, .
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including the children of subordinate Government officers, petty
shopkeepers, postmen, policemen, and artisans generally
Representatives from S.P.E.W. had a narrower vision of the
Society's goal.

They believed educated women were required in the

colonies as 'teachers in public schools, schoolmistresses, and
private governesses'.^^

Finally Jane L e w i n , who was honorary secretary

of the F.M.C.E.S. together with Maria R y e , presented its object in a
paper given before the N a t i o n a l Association for the Promotion of
Social Science in 1863.

The Society sent o u t to the colonies

educated w o m e n , including \inder that head the
large class lying between a finishing governess
on the one h a n d , and a woman who can do little

32

beyond teaching English correctly, on the other.
This description is a little broader than that offered by S.P.E.W.,
but it still limited the scheme to women engaged in teaching, which
was n o t Maria Rye's o r i g i n a l intention.

It was Jane Lewin, 33however,

who carried o n the work of the F.M.C.E.S. from October 1862

until

the end of its active life.
There was also some conflict over the role which colonial marriage
prospects were to play in encouraging women to emigrate.

Charles

Kingsley, for example, encouraged the scheme because he believed it
34
would give women a chance to m a r r y .

W . R . Greg also praised Maria

Rye's work in helping to restore 'that natural proportion between
the sexes in the old country and in the new ones'.^^
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specific about her attitude to the importance of marriage prospects
as a lure to emigrate.

In a reply directed partly to Kingsley and

published in The Times she stated:
If these women of mine work, it will be well;
if they marry, it will be well; whichever
happens, good must arise for the colonies,
for our countrywomen, and for commerce.^^
It was up to the women themselves to decide their future from the
choices available, but marriage was certainly not ruled out as an option,

Melbourne's Argus published an editorial in June 1852 in which
the writer suspected that the emigration scheme was designed partly
to provide wives for the 150,000 bachelors of Victoria.

Of these

150,000, the writer assured Miss Rye, few would be customers unless
her 'educated women are prepared to be less particular than they were
wont to be*.

In fact, the article concluded, 'there is no demand*.

37

A reply to this editorial appeared in the English Woman's Journal
in October 1862, designed to settle any confusion which might still
have existed.

The orgnizers of the F.M.C.E.S. declared that they

have never, by word or deed, held out to any
woman, the prospect of marriage as an inducement
to emigrate ... Hard work, with honest independence,
have been the only bait held out,38
and these have
been found sufficiently inviting.
The attitude of the Society and its members was relatively clear
concerning the relevance of marriage prospects to its promotion of
emigration, but there was some confusion regarding the educational
qualifications expected from applicants and, to a lesser extent, the
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class to which they would belong.

In the early stages of the scheme

Maria Rye influenced the operations of the F.M.C.E.S., but after her
departure for the colonies Jane Lewin controlled the selection of
emigrants.

From this point on governesses predominated, and most
39

were well qualified.

Lewin's main concern was to ensure that

emigrants had good prospects for well-paid employment overseas.

With

few alternative occupations available in Australia for middle class
women, and letters home reporting
the number of second rate governesses
40
already in the colonies,

the only prudent course for Jane Lewin to

follow was to send out a limited number of well qualified women.
Maria Rye's initial role in the F.M.C.E.S. and the emigration
of women was crucial.

Working within S.P.E.W. she convinced other

activists of the desirability of her plan, and gained considerable
publicity for it within the pages of the English Woman's Journal, and
also at the congresses of the National Association for the Promotion
of Social Science.

After articles appeared in The Times, (including

two by Rye) , the Society was established.

But as early as March 1861

there were signs that the other women of S.P.E.W. wished to limit
the scope of the scheme.

They wished to guarantee its success at a

time when the women's movement was under attack for its wide-ranging
efforts to increase opportunities for women.

To do this they believed
41
their emigrants had to be well-qualified middle class ladies.
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1861-1886.'

Maria Rye remained far more optimistic of the needs of the colonies
for a range of w o m e n , not necessarily from the middle class.

She

continued h e r work in behalf of a variety of w o m e n , sending two
shiploads of women to British Columbia and one hundred to Brisbane,
42
of whom only a h a n d f u l were governesses.

At this point the New

Zealand government offered h e r assisted passages for one hundred women
if she would escort the p a r t y .

She departed England with her charges

on 3 November 1862, bound f o r Otago on the John Duncan.

Of the one

hundred w o m e n , thirty were factory girls from Manchester, eight
only
43
were governesses, and the remainder were domestic servants.

While in the colonies Rye planned to see for herself what their
labour needs w e r e , to establish p e r s o n a l contact with interested ladies,
and to form reception committees for the Society's protégées.

Contacts

with officials in the colonies were made easier by letters of introduction w h i c h she carried from the Duke of Newcastle, Secretary of
44
State for the Colonies.

Although Rye pursued the interests of the

F.M.C.E.S. while in New Zealand and Australia, she lost control of
the direction of the Society by removing herself from London for over
three y e a r s .

Obviously h e r visit to the Antipodes intrigued and

horrified h e r , providing many subjects for her reforming and organizing
skills, b u t by the time she returned to London she had lost contact
w i t h , and considerable interest, in the Society's affairs.
Rye's voyage to Otago was relatively brief, taking seventy-eight
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days, but was by no means uneventful.

From letters sent to friends

in England she revealed that two attempts at mutiny were made by
some of the sailors, following an incident in which three girls were
locked up for refusing to leave the main deck at night.

On each

occasion pistols were produced, and the captain and officers managed
to restore order, but the incident produced such an effect on Maria
Rye that she offered to say prayers with the men the following Sunday
night.

Sunday night gatherings became a regular commitment, and when

the ship reached its destination the men sent her 'a very pretty
letter, signed by them all', thanking her for her work.

More importantly.

Rye believed, her efforts bore fruit, as the men were soon on the side
45
of order, and 'were my men for the rest of the voyage'.

Such actions

suggest a powerful will, courage, and born-to-rule determination.

At

any event, there were no further disruptions.
Maria Rye diversified her interests considerably during her period
in the Anti podes, moving away from the narrower confines of the
emigration cause to encourage social refom.

With the insight of a

newcomer she observed the deplorable standards in hospitals, asylums
and prisons, and worked to have these improved.

Her important contacts

in England, her vitality and her perseverance placed her in a powerful
position to effect change.

In Dunedin, Rye's first port of call, she worked to improve
conditions at the emigrant depot,

46

while at Auckland she agitated

successfully for a new ward at the hospital.
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Rye persuaded the authorities in Brisbane to allow her the use of a
b u i l d i n g , where she established an orphans' home.

While there she

was instrumental in the appointment of three commissions to investigate
48
conditions in ships bringing emigrants to Brisbane.

Miss Rye's n e x t cause was Sydney's lunatic asylum at Tarban Creek,
a d i n g y , overcrowded centre with no hospital, chapel, day rooms o r
recreation facilities.

Although she received support from some colonial

figures, including the Dean of Sydney, she was appalled by the 'moral
cowardice of the p l a c e ' , and the people who pledged to support her if
49
only she could 'see it o u t * .

In this battle she enlisted the aid

of Florence Nightingale, in whose steps she hoped to follow, 'however
humbly'.^^

Florence Nightingale in turn raised the matter with the

E a r l of Shaftesbury, Chairman of the Commissioners in Lunacy, who
brought it before the Commissioners for 'their best attention'.^^

As

a result of pressure from England conditions improved dramatically
at Tarban C r e e k .
Later that y e a r Maria Rye journeyed to Melbourne and continued
h e r w o r k there.

She felt some qualms about spending so much time on

matters o t h e r than emigration, b u t believed that 'a reformation here
52
must come from outside', leaving her little choice but to continue.
Feminist principles did not lead Maria Rye to work for female
emigration.
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leading members supported the women's franchise movement.^^

She

was horrified by the situation in which so many distressed gentlewomen found themselves, but she was also vitally concerned with the
desperate needs of working class women, and her later years were
spent working to help thousands of orphaned and abandoned children to
54
emigrate.

Her work should be seen more in the tradition of nineteenth

century middle class social reformers, and indeed she hoped to continue
the good work of Florence Nightingale on a smaller scale while she was
in the colonies, working to improve conditions in hospitals and
lunatic asylums.

Although Rye established useful contacts and sent

home valuable information during her stay in Australia, her influence
upon middle class emigration and the lives of 'redundant women' was
over.
If the achievements of the F.M.C.E.S. were judged purely on the
number of women which it assisted to emigrate, its record would look
rather poor.

W.R. Greg estimated that 440,000 women should emigrate

in order to restore the balance of the sexes in England and overseas
(not all from the middle class).^^
fortunately.

This was not the Society's goal,

During the twenty-four years of its operation three

hundred and two women emigrated, of whom approximately one hundred
and fifty six set out for Australia.^^

But these statistics must be

weighed against the original aims of the Society, and a qualitative
as well as a quantitative assessment must be made.
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Supplement, 1901-1911

In a letter to The Times in April 1862 Maria Rye was confident
that there were vacant situations in the colonies 'for many hundreds
57
of women*.

In October of the same year she replied to criticisms

which had appeared in The Argus, suggesting that she had plans to
send 150,000 women to Victoria.
she assured readers.

No such proposal had ever been made,

Rather, it was the Society's intention to

select applicants carefully with the colonies' needs in mind, to
provide safeguards for them in a strange country, and to give some
assistance in finding situations.
'been very small'. 58

The number sent out had in fact

Jane Lewin made the same point in the Society's Report for 1872.
She asked its supporters to remember that
governesses will never be wanted anywhere, in
large numbers; so that our emigrants will never
be reckoned by hundreds, although the Society may
be doing very active and very useful work, among
the class for which it is specially designed.^^
In fact the Society's emigrants were reckoned in the hundreds,
although the numbers were smaller than they may have been if Maria
Rye had continued according to her original plan, assuming that she
could have financed a broader scheme.

The F.M.C.E.S. received support in England, especially amongst
the middle class.

The Times heralded its appearance;

its patrons

and committee members were influential figures in society.

Supporters

of the women's movement understandably showed interest in its work,
in particular through the columns of the English Woman's Journal.
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The situation was different in Australia, however.

Although there

was some interest from the upper echelons of society, including the
clergy and women who served as contacts, the Society had no solid
basis of support.

Newspaper editorials were generally critical of

the scheme,^^ bitterly resenting any English interference in colonial
affairs, especially when it related to migration.

The fact that the

scheme was run by women made matters m u c h w o r s e , as they were daring
to meddle in affairs which should not have concerned them.

Needless

to s a y , the hoped for colonial subsidy d i d not materialize.
Arrangements made by the Society for intending emigrants were
usually precise and timely, quite an achievement itself considering
the distances and delays involved in communicating with the colonies.
In only two cases were there reports of m a t e r i a l which was lost.
There is just a hint that the Society f e l l short in two matters, those
of selection and reception.

Apparently Lord Shaftesbury hinted along

these lines when chairing a meeting of another women's migration
61
society.

A n d some emigrants were not happy with their treatment

upon a r r i v a l .
The F.M.C.E.S. received generous publicity for its operations.
Reports from emigrants were regularly published in the English Woman's
Journal.^^

Other items of interest were also included, such as

articles from colonial newspapers.

One editorial from The Argus was

also r e p r i n t e d , b u t a far more critical one which appeared only four
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days later was not reprinted,^^

As the Society kept a very close

record of relevant articles appearing in the colonies it seems hard
to believe that this editorial escaped their attention.
The f i n a l report of the Society was published in 1886, after
which time the Society ceased to operate as a separate organization.
In 1884 Jane Lewin and the Society's secretary, Miss Strongith'arm,
retired, and the affairs of the Society were handled through the
Colonial Emigration Society, which also helped women to emigrate.

In

practice this meant that remaining funds could be used to help more
women.
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The last report detailed the changing situation in the colonies,
where colleges and high schools were being established in large towns,
thereby reducing demand for governesses.

To make competition for

jobs even fiercer, universities were training an increasing number of
teachers, so that only well-qualified women were encouraged to consider
67
emigration, and then only if they were prepared to go 'up the country'.
From this date prospects for governesses in Australia were decidedly
gloomy.
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CHAPTER 3
FEMALE SETTLEMENT IN THE COLONIES

The early history of female settlement in the colonies was
an unhappy one.

Convict women gained reputations as prostitutes,

which damaged the reputation of women generally in society, and
made the colonies less attractive as future destinations for
respectable young women to migrate to.

In the 1830s government

sponsored immigration schemes improved the situation somewhat by
introducing thousands of working class women into the colonies,
but there were still reports of the moral danger to which women were
exposed.

These early schemes pointed to the difficulties to be

overcome in transporting women around the world,

and the safeguards

which were necessary to protect women upon arrival in Australia.
They also influenced the reputation of the colonies as an unsuitable
destination for young women.

White male settlement in the Australian colonies began with
the arrival of Phillip's First Fleet at Botany Bay on 18-20 January
1788, after a voyage from Portsmouth lasting eight months.^

White

female settlement followed on 6 February 1780, when the first female
convicts disembarked.

Captain James Cook, in company with noted

botanist Joseph Banks, had discovered and charted parts of the east
coast of Australia in 1770 and claimed it for Britain.

However, it

was not until after the American colonies rebelled in 1775 that the
British government turned its attention to the possibility of a colony
in the South Pacific.

Convicts could no longer be transported to

the American colonies, and so, as a temporary solution to the problem,
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hulks were moored on the Thames with convicts held on board.

Inevitably

the hulks became overcrowded, and a more permanent solution became
essential.

One suggestion came from Sir Joseph Banks - Botany Bay:
Escape w o u l d be difficult; it h a d a mild climate,
neither w i l d animals n o r hostile natives, and
without doubt would be able to 'furnish matter
of advantageous return'.2

The suggestion was not accepted at the time, but seven years and
numerous ideas later New South Wales was chosen as the site for a
p e n a l settlement.^
The First Fleet comprised 586 male and 1 9 1 female convicts, 211
officers and m e n , together with 27 w i v e s , the Governor and his staff
of n i n e , as w e l l as 443 seamen.

It was hoped that the party would

become self-supporting as soon as possible, b u t several years later
Phillip h a d to admit that such a prospect was 'nearly as distant at
4
present as when I first landed in this country'.

To make matters

more complicated for Governor Phillip and the new colony the Second
Fleet arrived in June 1790.

Of the 942 male and 304 female convicts

who left Britain only 692 men and 288 women arrived in N e w South Wales;
the remainder died on the voyage out.^
the voyage landed sick.^

Many of those who survived

The task of surviving, let alone establishing

a new settlement in a relatively harsh environment, proved extremely
difficult for early convicts, both men and women.
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Each successive convict ship held a high proportion of men,
so that the sex ratio remained severely unbalanced towards men.
Altogether, 122,620 males and 24,960 females were sent as convicts
to New South Wales and Van Diemen's Land until transportation to
the east coast ceased in 1853.
15 per cent were women.^

Of the total convict population,

In 1820 there were 11.69 male convicts for

every female convict in New South Wales, but when the free population
was taken into consideration there were 3.93 males for every female.
By 1841, one year after transportation to that colony ceased, there
were 7.61 male convicts to each female convict, while the overall
g
proportion in the colony was 2.60 males to every female.

With the

dual problems of convict transportation and an unbalanced population,
colonial society in New South Wales was established on extremely
unsteady foundations.

The very fact that it was established as a penal

colony introduced tensions and brutality from the start, while the
unbalanced sex ratio gave little opportunity to those wishing to marry
when their sentence expired.
Not only the numbers of convict women

(or rather, the lack of

numbers) , but also the sort of women, and their reputation upon
arrival, were to have a vital impact on the future of the colony.

Its

attractiveness as a possible home for intending immigrants was linked
to reports sent back to England.

As well, the value placed on all

women in colonial society, and all relationships between men and women,
were influenced by the treatment of, and attitudes towards, convict
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women.

It was not a good start to female settlement.

Female convicts

received little or no protection from ships' crews on their voyage
to Australia, little or no protection upon arrival in their new home,
and little or no protection in the colony during the period of their
sentence.

Admittedly they were transported as punishment for crimes,

and so forfeited some of their rights.

Nevertheless, for the

authorities of a highly moralistic society, which nineteenth century
Britain purported to be, to leave women exposed to moral danger was
inexcusable.

Different interpretations have been offered to explain the problems
involved in transporting women to Australia.

On the female ships,
9

A.G.L. Shaw writes,'prostitution was

a never-ending source of trouble*.

Surgeon White of the First Fleet reported:
the desire of the women to be with the
men was so uncontrollable that neither shame
nor the fear of punishment could deter them
from making their way .^^ to the apartments
assigned to the seamen.
Yet most examples cited by Shaw suggest that it was not the women
convicts who initiated contact with the opposite sex.

John Nicol,

steward on the Lady Juliana in 1790, admitted that 'every man on
board took a wife from among the convicts, they nothing loath
Another report in 1815 explained that it was ' customary when the
Female Convicts embark for this Country that every Sailor be allowed
to live with a Woman during the Passage'.
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The following year

M r Justice F i e l d , writing to M a c q u a r i e , admitted that women were
'permitted to cohabit w i t h the Officers and Seamen*, b u t prevention
w o u l d have been impossible, he b e l i e v e d , 'even if the hatches h a d
been battened down ever^night'. (But on w h i c h side were they to be
battened?)

M o s t importantly. Field b e l i e v e d , 'a decent exterior

w a s preserved'

Anne Summers puts foirward a very different interpretation from
that of Shaw;

n a m e l y , that 'the s e x u a l abuse of female convicts
14

began on the ships'.

In a number of cases reports suggest that

women convicts were at the mercy of the ship's crew.

A witness to

the Select Committee on the State of Gaols reported in 1819 that
one group of w o m e n
were subject to every insult from the m a s t e r
of the ship and sailors; that the master stript
s e v e r a l of them and publickly w h i p p e d them;
that one young w o m a n , from i l l treatment, threw
herself into the sea and perished ...^^
He continued:

'the youngest and handsomest of the women were selected
16

from the o t h e r convicts ... for the vilest p u r p o s e s ' .

Another

report came from a convict w o m a n , who accused the assistant surgeon
on the ship in which she was transported of seducing innocent girls
17
a n d 'using his surgery as a floating whore-house'.

It is hard to

believe that sailors could n o t dispense w i t h unwelcome attentions
from convict w o m e n .
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w o m e n , whose very freedom w a s limited, could find it difficult to
reject the determined attentions of the ship's crew if they wanted
to, especially the attentions of a ship's master o r surgeon.
the authorities, female transportation presented a problem;

For
for

the women who were powerless to reject unwanted attentions, it was
a disaster.

A n d as reports of immoral conduct on board so many ships

grew, the reputations of women already in the colonies were also
damaged.

The situation was little better upon arrival in Australia.
According to a c r i t i c a l report from the 1812 Select Committee on
Transportation w o m e n were
indiscriminately given to such of the inhabitants
as demanded them, and were in general received
rather as prostitutes than as servants; and so
far from being induced to reform themselves, the
disgraceful manner in which they were disposed of
operated ^s^an encouragement to general depravity
of manners.
Lord M o l e s w o r t h , in his report on transportation in 1837, described
women convicts as 'drunken and abandoned prostitutes'.

B u t , he

p o i n t e d out:
even were any of them inclined to be wellconducted, the disproportion of the sexes in
the p e n a l colonies is so great, that they are
exposed to irresistible temptations.^^
As an 'object of constant pursuit and solicitation' from depraved
characters, a woman was'generally obliged to select one as a paramour,
to defend h e r from the importunities of the rest' , Lord Molesworth
concluded.^^
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Under such circumstances it was little wonder that 'assignment
usually meant prostitution, owing to the general loose and dissolute
21
character of the settlers and their servants'.

Government

authorities in Australia and Britain were responsible for the
degradation of their charges when they failed to provide adequate
protection for women convicts.

As a result, women's worth in general

was devalued in the new colony, where men could describe convict
22
women as ' damned whores' ,

and force them into such a role.

In most

cases men who patronized prostitutes tended to 'develop a depreciating
attitude towards women and an exaggerated sense of self-importance'.^^
'Convictism', as Barry Argyle has suggested, combined with a shortage
of women, had a 'pervasive influence on the moral climate of the
24
country'.

The situation could only be improved by an influx of

immigrant women, and an overall reconsideration of the role of women
within colonial society.
Very few settlers came to Australia by choice during the first
two decades of the nineteenth century.

The first group of free emigrants,

seven men, two women and four children, left England in July 1797, and
as a reward for such courage ' they were given free passages by the
home Government, grants of land, provisions for two years from the
Government Store, an assortment of tools ... and the services of
25
convicts'.

Despite such official encouragement, few followed suit.

By 1820 943 men, 333 women and 655 children made up the total of those
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.

Shaw, Convicts and the Colonies, p.100.
Summers, op.cit., p.267.
Roger Thompson, Women in Stuart England and America: A Comparative
Study. London, 1974, p.51.
Barry Argyle, An Introduction to the Australian Novel, 1830-1930.
Oxford, 1972, p.5.
R.B. Madgwick, Immigration into Eastern Australia 1788-1851.
Sydney, 1937, repr. 1969, p.12.

who had chosen to migrate to the colony,
make any impact upon convict society.

a small number indeed to

Throughout the eighteen twenties

some men with property ventured to the colonies with their wives, but
27
otherwise few women were added to the free population.

R.B. Madgwick,

in his Immigration into Eastern Australia, 1788-1851, reported that
by 1830 there was a 'growing class of property owners' which employed
mainly convicts, but which competed
'feverishly' for the few free
28
labourers v/ho were available.
Women convicts were generally considered
to be most unsuitable for work in the home because employers feared
29
they would corrupt children.
servants increased dramatically.

As a result, the demand for free domestic
(Mechanics and labourers were also

much in demand.)
One person who encouraged the migration of tradesmen and other
skilled labourers was Dr John Dunmore Lang, a Scottish Presbyterian
minister.

In 1831 Lang managed to persuade the Colonial Office to

support a scheme to send Scottish tradesmen and their families to
Australia.

He was convinced that 'skilled craftsmen of reasonable

education, and small fanners' were necessary to 'provide a good example
30
to the convict and the emancipist lower class'.

Lang encouraged

the emigration of entire families, believing they would be a stabilizing
force in the battle to improve colonial morality.

Moral restraints

would be 'much more easily maintained', Lang believed, if parents
emigrated with their young sons or daughters.^^
26.
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to promote the emigration of Protestant clergy, and in 1836 managed
to secure the services of twelve Presbyterian ministers and three
Lutheran missionaries to help fight off 'the chains of popery' upon
32
the 'deluded' people of Australia.

In a long and colourful career

filled with surprise and dramatic change Lang eventually came to
denounce assisted immigration, seeing in33
it 'a plot, through mixed
marriages, to Romanize New South Wales'.

The year 1831 was eventful in the history of the colonies, as
new regulations were introduced for the sale of land, with part at
least of the proceeds to be used to finance immigration.

From 1831

all Crown land was to be sold at auction, with a minimum price set
at 5/- per acre.^"^

In 1839 the minimum price was increased to 12/-

per acre to bring it closer to the cost of land in South Australia,
which had been priced from the outset at £l per acre.

Three years

later the minimum price thoughout Australia was increased to £ 1 per
acre.

Although colonists were eager to welcome free labourers, they

preferred to pay only a nominal quit rent for their land instead of
a unifom price.

More importantly, they feared that the British

Government would seize the opportunity to dump 'the dregs of English
pauperdom' upon them.

35

Selection was all-important, and in their

view should have been conducted 'by the colonists, or by the friends
36
of colonists resident in England'.

In the meantime, (English)

Commissioners for Emigration, appointed in June 1831,were expected
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to draw up regulations covering emigration, and render assistance
to persons who wished to emigrate.

Regulations were issued in October,

providing for a free Government grant of £ 8 for women between the
ages of fifteen and thirty years, with preference given to those who
travelled with their families, who could work as servants in agricultural districts, and who could pay a proportion of the passage
37
money.

(Grants of

£20 were also made to encourage the emigration

of mechanics, but unlike those for women, they were to be repaid.) In
August 1832 the Commissioners had completed their basic task, and
were disbanded.

In place of the Commission the London Emigration

Committee became responsible for selecting emigrants and making
arrangements for their transport.

From the very start of the scheme

most candidates came from workhouses and charitable institutions
throughout Britain, which were filled with women who could not find
jobs.

British officials were aware of colonial antipathy towards

paupers, but these institutions provided a ready source of women, and
they argued that 'it was easier to inquire into the characters and
antecedents of women who were known to the Matrons or Boards of
^
.38
Guardians'.
Colonists were not impressed with many of the women chosen.

The

qualifications of some women were queried, but the major criticism
referred to their character, with a number described as 'common
prostitutes'.

Governor Arthur wrote back from Van Diemen's Land to

London in 1832 to report that, of the women who travelled out on the
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Princess Royal^ a great proportion were 'females of the very worst
39
characters'.

The Sydney Herald suggested that some women added

'pollution even to a society of convicts', and that they had been
chosen more 'to relieve the Mother Country than to benefit the colony'. 40
J.D. Lang claimed that by 1835
the streets of Sydney and the public houses
of the colony were actually swarming with free
immigrant prostitutes from the cities of
London, Dublin, and Cork, the expense of whose
passage out had been defrayed from the land
revenue of the colony.^^
However, reports such as those involving the Princess Royal were not
common to all ships carrying female immigrants, as A.J. Hammerton
has pointed out.

Of the fourteen ships sent out by the Committee,

'no colonial complaints'
board seven of them.

42

were received relating to the women on

Altogether the Emigration Committee sent out

2,703 women in fourteen ships,
was 'a considerable success'.

43

44

and in terms of numbers the scheme
Rigorous supervision on board,

Hammerton suggests, 'gave a greater assurance of success than methods
of emigrant selection'.

45

Whoever was immediately to blame for cases of poor selection or
supervision, colonial residents held the British Government responsible
for foisting undesirable women upon their society.

In their effort

to achieve respectability they wanted to remove, or at least to
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camouflage, the stain of convictism, and to do this a supply of
free labourers, especially women, was necessary.

Free settlers

wanted their needs to be taken into consideration, especially as
they were obliged to finance assistance schemes from the money which
they paid for land.

But most importantly, they did not want to be

the dumping ground for the rejects of British society, as they had
been since 1788.

Such sentiments were strongly held, and were to

be voiced on numerous occasions throughout the century.

After such scathing criticism the British Government attempted
to make some improvements in emigration arrangements.

Although the

'government' system continued for some time, a new 'bounty' scheme
was introduced in 1835, which permitted the selection of emigrants
by agents for the colonists.

As long as a Colonial Board approved

the character of each female upon arrival, £^15 was paid to the person
responsible for encouraging her to migrate.

Attempts were also made

to ensure adequate protection of the young women on the voyage out,
by sending them in the care of a married couple.

Problems arose

with this system, too, as protection afforded by some married couples
proved to be ineffectual.

Even worse, there were claims that

agents scoured the United Kingdom urging
the poor to emigrate, regardless of their
suitability, painting in glowing colours the
life which awaited them in the new land,
ignoring or evading the requisite 'certain
standard' in their haste^go fill their ships
and reap their 'bounty'.
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Very little was offered in the way of

help for new arrivals.

Bounty immigrants were permitted to remain on board for two days,
but this was extended to a period of ten days from 1840.

After that

time, each immigrant was on her own, to find employment, accommodation,
and otherwise to settle into her new home as best she could manage.
While demand for female labour was strong there were few problems in
finding employment, but during periods of economic recession or
oversupply of labour many girls found themselves destitute and
friendless in a strange land.

It was under these circumstances that Mrs Caroline Chisholm,
47
the 'Emigrants' Friend',

made her presence felt in Sydney.

She

involved herself in the first scheme dealing with female immigration
to the colonies, and highlighted the major problems which any future
scheme would face when helping young women to migrate.

Mrs Chisholm

emphasized the need to provide protection for young women on the
voyage to Australia, and assistance upon arrival in the colonies.
It became obvious that an awareness of local employment opportunities
was also essential if women were to find suitable jobs.

Through her

activity she encouraged thousands of young women to settle in
Australia, making it a far more attractive destination for future
female migrants.

She underlined the problems to be faced, and

presented a range of solutions.
Mrs Chisholm arrived in the colony in 1838 with her husband,
a captain in the East India Company, and her children, following a
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p e r i o d of six years b a s e d in M a d r a s .

During those years she h a d been

i n s t r u m e n t a l in establishing a s c h o o l f o r orphans a n d young daughters
of p o o r s o l d i e r s .

As a young child Caroline h a d been interested in

c o l o n i z a t i o n , a n d in later years she recounted her first efforts
in this a r e a , a t the age of seven:
M y first attempt ... w a s carried out in a
w a s h - h a n d b a s i n ... I made boats of b r o a d beans;
e x p e n d e d a l l my m o n e y in touchwood dolls;
r e m o v e d families ... located them in the b e d
q u i l t , a n d sent the boats^^filled w i t h w h e a t ,
b a c k to their friends ,..
F r o m 1840 she w a s involved in m o r e p r a c t i c a l schemes of colonization,
w i t h some r e l u c t a n c e a t first:

'As a female and almost a stranger
49

in the c o u n t r y , I naturally felt d i f f i d e n t ' ,
a r o u n d h e r spurred h e r to a c t i o n .

b u t the suffering

H e r h u s b a n d was recalled to

active duty in C h i n a during that y e a r , and she became increasingly
aware of the p l i g h t of homeless y o u n g g i r l s , victims o f the economic
crisis w h i c h w a s spreading throughout the colony.
T r a n s p o r t a t i o n to New South Wales ceased in 1840, making labour
costs more e x p e n s i v e , although the supply of labour from immigration
w a s a c t u a l l y increasing during the years 1839 to 1841.^^

During

those years there w a s also a severe d r o u g h t , which added to the financial
p r o b l e m s of the c o l o n y .

Speculation in new projects f e l l , a n d

e m p l o y m e n t b e c a m e 'less r e g u l a r B y

1 8 4 1 the influx of immigrants

h a d h e l p e d to reduce w a g e s , and m a n y could not find employment during
the ten days w h i l e their accommodation w a s guaranteed.

48.
49.
50.
51.

Young destitute

Dork, op.cit., p.62.
ibid., p.69.
T . A . C o g h l a n , L a b o u r and Industry in Australia ... O x f o r d , 1918,
repr. 1969, Vol.1, p.481.
ibid., Vol.1, p.428.

women were particularly vulnerable in a city such as Sydney.

Caroline

Chisholm determined to do all she could to help them.

Her first step was to take some of the young women to her own
home at Windsor, and to help them find work.

But help was obviously

needed on a larger scale, and so Mrs Chisholm wrote to Lady Gipps,
wife of the Governor, for assistance.

After numerous letters to the

Governor an interview was granted, at which Sir George was 'amazed'
to be introduced to a 'handsome, stately young woman' who discussed
plans with him as if 'her reason and es^erience, too', were 'worth
as much as mine'.

52

After considerable reluctance Gipps agreed to

the use of part of the old Immigration Barracks as a home for young
female immigrants, on condition that the government would be put to
no expense.

53

By the end of 1841 the Female Immigrants Home was in operation,
54
often with as many as ninety-six young women living there.

Right

from the start its founder faced opposition on account of her Catholic
religion, with Protestants fearing that she would use her position
of trust to proselytize.

Eventually, though, she was able to convince

her critics that she would 'know neither creed nor c o u n t r y i n her
efforts to help her charges.
a notorious anti-Catholic.

She even managed to convince J.D. Lang,
Mrs Chisholm was tireless in her efforts

to locate young women in need of help;

she met most of the immigrant

ships on arrival, visited parks in the city where many had settled.
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and plucked up courage to go to the seedy Rocks area at night to
rescue others.

On a number of occasions she stepped outside the

boundary of accepted behaviour for a respectable woman in society,
but she felt compelled to act in order to bring help to the many
desperate young women.
in a number of ways.

She showed tremendous courage and determination
On her first night in her new 'home' she was

besieged by rats as soon as the light went out.

Aware that if she

fled she would 'cause much amusement and ruin' her plans, she instead
left food and water for the rats, and left a light burning.

With

some satisfaction she reported:
The following night I gave them a similar treat,
with the addition of arsenic; and in this manner
I passed my first four nights at the Home.^^
She made all the arrangements for the Home, although there was a
committee of women to support her.

Basically they allowed their names

to be linked to the Home, but Caroline Chisholm did all the work.^^
As an adjunct of its services she established a free registry office,
and managed to find jobs in Sydney for some of the women.

But it

became obvious that there were not enough jobs for all the women who
wanted them, and that another alternative was needed.

Mrs Chisholm's next plan was to place as many of her charges as
possible in employment in country areas.

To do this she arranged for

her first party of young women to set out in bullock drays, returning
empty to the country after delivering produce.
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Her first group was

understandably frightened of the bush, and needed Caroline Chisholm's
presence to entice them away from the town.

After one false start

the party set out on what was to be a very successful expedition,
with every girl finding employment.

She took numerous parties

inland as far as Goulburn, Yass and Gundagai, always finding employment
for her charges, and always receiving practical aid and encouragement
from settlers in areas where she visited.

Her major concern was for her female immigrants, and she tried
whenever possible to place them where they might 'make good marriages,
and establish families*, thereby raising 'the social standard of the
whole community'.

58

She refused to become a marriage bureau for

lonely settlers despite the many requests which were sent to her, but
59
she did take into account such factors when placing young women.
As time went by she also included families in her excursions, and
on some occasions older children were placed in situations where they
could be cared for.

Caroline Chisholm made her last trip inland in

1844.

By that time there were not as many unemployed workers in the

city.

Branches had also been established throughout country regions

which provided information about local opportunities.

Assisted

immigration was suspended between 1845 and 1848, and so Caroline
Chisholm concentrated her attention in other areas.
During 1843 the colonies were in the grip of a depression.

Mrs

Chisholm attempted to gain support from the Select Committee on
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D i s t r e s s e d L a b o u r e r s , to w h i c h she w a s a w i t n e s s , for a scheme to
settle families o n s m a l l holdings in the c o u n t r y .

She had been

p r o m i s e d the use of f o u r thousand acres at S h e l l H a r b o u r , near
W o l l o n g o n g , so that fifty families c o u l d c l e a r and settle the land.^^
She h o p e d t h a t h e r scheme w o u l d clear Sydney of unemployed w o r k e r s ,
a n d a l l o w them to 'become employers of labour themselves within three
y e a r s S u c h

a scheme d i d n o t recommend itself to the squatting

interests o n the c o m m i t t e e , who w e r e concerned to preserve their
labour s u p p l y , a n d certainly d i d n o t w a n t to create more employers
to compete w i t h them f o r w o r k e r s .

Nevertheless h e r scheme w e n t ahead

at S h e l l H a r b o u r w i t h o u t government s u p p o r t , b u t it was o n a much
s m a l l e r scale than she h a d h o p e d .

62

Twenty-three families settled there.

A n o t h e r p r o b l e m w h i c h claimed h e r attention w a s the p o o r level
of p r o t e c t i o n o f f e r e d to young w o m e n on their voyage to the colonies.
J u s t as in the p e r i o d of convict transportation, she p o i n t e d o u t ,
y o u n g w o m e n c o u l d be a t the m e r c y of unscrupulous captains o r c r e w .
Caroline C h i s h o l m w a s i n s t r u m e n t a l in gaining convictions in one
p a r t i c u l a r l y b r u t a l c a s e , and as a result 'stricter measures were
taken in E n g l a n d to see that regulations were n o t evaded'
P r o t e c t i o n o f young w o m e n upon a r r i v a l in the c o l o n i e s , w h e t h e r in
g o o d times o r b a d , was also essential.

In 1845 C a p t a i n Chisholm rejoined his wife in New South W a l e s ,
a n d in the following y e a r the family returned to E n g l a n d .
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Caroline

Chisholm carried with her information on the resources of the
colonies for intending migrants, which was later published.

Through-

out her stay in England she worked to promote emigration to the
colonies, but in particular to encourage the reunion of families.
She was anxious to promote the emigration of wives and children of
emancipists, who were living, as she reported, in the 'demoralizing
64
state of bachelorism'.

While in London she also worked hard to establish the Family
Colonization Loan Society, which aimed to send out entire families
to the colonies in small groups.

Each family was required to save a

proportion of the fare, at which point the Society would lend the
rest.

Regular repayments were to be made from earnings in the colonies.

By the end of 1849 the Society was established, with Lord Ashley
(later the Earl of Shaftesbury) as a sponsor.^^

Australian agents

were to be appointed, to provide up-to-date information on labour
needs of the colonies.

Chisholm gave up hope of Government assistance

for her plans when she came to the hard realization that 'the Board
of Commissioners are but the agents of the squatting interest, or
men of capital in the Australian Colonies'.^^

From that point she

relied upon public support for her scheme, which was soon forthcoming.
In 1852 the Society was able to charter six ships to carry its migrating
members to Australia.

By then the news of gold discoveries in

Victoria led to a stream of prospective gold diggers setting sail for
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the colony.

In 1854 Caroline Chisholm rejoined her husband

in

Australia, where she remained for the next twelve years.

One project inspired by Caroline Chisholm was the British
Ladies Female Emigration Society, established in 1849.

Chisholm's

emphasis on the need to protect young emigrating women led to the
establishment of a committee which supplied matrons for emigrant
ships.

Not only did each matron supervise her charges, but she

offered instruction as well.^^

While not personally involved with

this scheme, Caroline Chisholm's concern for the protection of young
women led to its establishment and operation.

Initially Caroline Chisholm was moved to action by the plight
of young women with no jobs, no homes, and no one to take care of
them..

She attempted to patch up the shaky system of assisted immigration

by providing temporary accommodation, and then settling women in the
colony wherever they were needed.
initiative.

She did this with great energy and

Eventually her proposals became more constructive.

She

stressed the value to the colonies of reuniting families, and put
forward her own scheme for closer settlement at Shell Harbour, based
on interconnected family groups.

In her opinion changes to the

Government immigration scheme were inadequate, and so she set up her
own, again with the family as its basis.

She was appalled by the

immorality of colonial society, the problems inherited from the convict
period and the imbalance of the sexes, and suggested her own solution •"God's Police" - wives and little children, good and virtuous women .
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She h e l p e d to change the image of w o m e n in c o l o n i a l society by
a f f o r d i n g single w o m e n p r o t e c t i o n , a n d the opportunity to find work
w i t h o u t b e i n g p u t upon b y m e n .

H e r emphasis on the need for protection

w a s f o l l o w e d b y l a t e r female emigration societies, as w e l l as h e r
e n c o u r a g e m e n t f o r w o m e n to leave the cities in search of employment.
She w a s responsible f o r settling thousands o f women in suitable jobs
69
throughout the c o l o n i e s ,
migrate to A u s t r a l i a .

a n d encouraged thousands of others to

O v e r a l l , h e r role in female migration was a

m a j o r o n e , a n d contributed to the happiness of many women at a critical
stage in t h e development of the A u s t r a l i a n colonies.
One colony w h i c h h a d a very different pattern of female settlement was South Australia.

T h r o u g h o u t the 1830s Edward Gibbon Wakefield's

theories on systematic colonization w e r e highly regarded by some
statesmen a n d administrators in L o n d o n , and it was his scheme which
largely i n f l u e n c e d the establishment of the colony in 1836.

There

were to b e no convicts sent to the new c o l o n y , so that it m a n a g e d to
a v o i d some o f the divisions w h i c h h a d separated residents elsewhere,
a n d it e s c a p e d the stigma of a p e n a l c o l o n y .

M o s t importantly, a

m i n i m u m p r i c e of l a n d was set (at 12/- p e r acre) , this price to be
u n i f o r m throughout the c o l o n y , w i t h proceeds from land sales to be
u s e d f o r the immigration of p e o p l e of both sexes under thirty years
of a g e .70

W a k e f i e l d stressed t h a t land should be sold at a sufficiently
high p r i c e

69.
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(which h e d i d not specify) to maintain a balance between

K i d d l e , Caroline C h i s h o l m , p . 6 4 .
Coghlan, op.cit., Vol.1, p.408.

capital and labour.

He wished to attract men with some capital to

a life of comparative ease in the new colony, with a guaranteed
source of labour supplied by assisted immigrants, whose passages
were to be financed from land sales.

Immigrants would be attracted

by the better prospects offered to them, but they would be obliged
to work as labourers for several years while they saved enough money
to buy their own land.

Wakefield was concerned that a balance be

maintained between the sexes in order to ensure the continued growth
of the colony.

Therefore he recommended that newly married couples

or equal numbers of both sexes be given priority in selection;

in

this way he hoped to 'remedy the existing disproportion of the sexes
71
and thus assist the moral regeneration of colonial society'.
emphasized the importance of women in the pioneering process.

Wakefield
Their

role was to be as an active agent within the family, but they were
recognized as a vital part of that society, and valued accordingly.
As a result of Wakefield's ideas the colony of South Australia
developed differently from those on the eastern coast.

It had no

convict past to be ashamed of, and it had a relatively balanced
population, so that it escaped many of the social problems which had
beset other colonies during their developmental stages.
Not that everything went smoothly, of course.

The original price

for land had to be reduced from £ 2 per acre to 12/-, and from the
72
very start speculation was rife for blocks of land in Adelaide.
Little money was available for public works and, even worse, the colony
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w a s virtually b a n k r u p t b y 1840 as a result of over-commitments
made by G o v e r n o r Gawler."^^

Despite a l l these problems the colony

continued to g r o w , with w o m e n p l a y i n g an active p a r t

(generally

w i t h i n the home) in t h a t g r o w t h .

The only w o m e n who w e r e n o t w e l c o m e in South Australia were the
Irish.

Because the sex ratio w a s reasonably balanced the Governor

was p r e p a r e d to reject a l l single female immigrants if only Irish
women were available.

A n t i - I r i s h feeling w a s also strong in the other colonies, b u t
elsewhere there w a s such a shortage of w o m e n that colonists could
not a f f o r d to r e v e a l their p r e j u d i c e s so b l a t a n t l y .

Instead complaints

w e r e m a d e a b o u t t h e i r ignorance a n d lack of t r a i n i n g , a n d always the
British w e r e b l a m e d for t h e i r p o o r selection policies.^^

Colonists

in N e w South Wales and V i c t o r i a failed to recognize the dilemma facing
them;

e i t h e r they accepted Irish w o m e n , o r they w e n t w i t h o u t a female

labour f o r c e .

The g o l d rushes of the 1850s exacerbated the problem by bringing
thousands m o r e m e n to the c o l o n i e s , especially to Victoria.

The

colonies were granted responsible government in 1 8 5 6 , and gradually
they a s s u m e d c o n t r o l of i m m i g r a t i o n .

Remittance schemes were

e s t a b l i s h e d , w h i c h allowed colonists to nominate friends o r relatives
for a s s i s t a n c e .
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were the major beneficiaries.

Eventually restrictions were placed

upon the scheme so that immigrants were chosen according to the
same proportions existing within Britain, that is, in-proportion
to the numbers of English, Scottish and Irish in the general
population.

No matter how desperate the predominantly Protestant

colonists were for women - as servants, wives or mothers - they were
not prepared to be swamped by Romanists.

Anti-Irish, anti-Catholic

sentiments continued to divide colonial society throughout the
nineteenth century.

By 1861 female immigration, or the lack of it, was still a
colonial problem.

Although conditions had improved both qualitatively

and quantitatively since the convict period, sex ratios were still
unbalanced in all colonies except South Australia.

Women were needed,

but there was still much discussion about the type required.

77.

ibid., pp.28-29.

CHAPTER 4
SEX RATIOS, MARRIAGE RATES AND THE ROLE OF WOMEN
AS FACTORS IN FEMALE MIGRATION

Sex ratios, marriage rates and accepted roles for women
in colonial society were important factors which influenced the
decision of English middle class women to migrate.

There were basic

differences between England and the colonies which required particular
skills of adaptation from new settlers.

However, there were also

advantages for female immigrants in a country where women were in
the minority, and marriage rates were higher than at home.
A l l social life is affected by the proportions
of the sexes. Wherever there exists a considerable predominance of one sex over the
other, in point of numbers, there is less
prospect of a well-ordered life.^
Sex ratios toere an all-important factor when women decided to migrate.
J
trofy\

In departing^England they hoped to leave behind a situation where
they were described as redundant, and settle instead in a new country,
where their very presence would help to restore balance to a disordered
society.

Women chose to migrate to Australia because there were

comparatively more men in the colonies than women, and certainly
more men in proportion to women than there were in England.

Even

more importantly, there were eligible bachelors in the colonies.
Most middle class women would not have made such an admission,
probably not even to themselves.

They preferred to point to the

better employment opportunities available because of the shortage of
w o m e n , and perhaps they might consider the better marriage prospects
which the colonies offered.
Life in mid-nineteenth century Australia should have been

1.

A . F . Weber, The Growth of Cities in the Nineteenth Century, p.285.
Quoted in Joseph H . Greenberg, Numerical Sex Disproportion: a
Study in Demographic Determinism, Boulder, Colorado, 1950, p.l.

2

'a paradise on Earth for women'

if results of American research on

sex ratios could be applied directly to the Australian situation.
In an extreme situation such as an American mining camp or cow-town
law would be weak, life would be cheap, and the only woman likely to
be found would be ' the prostitute or the masculine Annie Oakley
type'.^

But, Roger Thompson claims, where there is
a reasonable number of women, though in an
overall minority, we could expect this nasty,
brutish and short existence to be considerably
modified
Uncouth and unkempt males would
put away their guns and their decks of cards
and use instead their combs and spongebags
in order to attract not molls but wives.

More importantly, he suggests, 'men could be expected to treat women
with great respect and forbearance' because of 'their own weak
bargaining power'.

Women could also expect 'a greater sense of

equality' in decisions relating to finances and the upbringing of
4
children.

In such societies marriage for girls and remarriage for

widows would be easy, upward social mobility for women would be
possible, and there should be 'a proportional reduction of male
arrogance'.^

As examples, Thompson cites Virginian and New England

society in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, where
women were in demand and their bargaining power rose accordingly.
Thompson also claims that Virginia's reputation 'as a marriage market
for undisposable girls' was 'not unlike the British colonies in the
7
nineteenth and twentieth centuries'.
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Ot±ier American writers echo Thompson's observations.
Ray Allen Billington draws upon a wide range of contemporary sources
to describe frontier life as it was portrayed in Europe:
Europeans were repeatedly reminded of the
imbalanced ratio between men and women - five
to one in the western states in the 1830s,
twenty to one in the Far West a generation
later - and just as repeatedly told of the
veneration that ladies enjoyed as males
competed for their company.
Women in search of a husband were advised by residents and travellers
alike to go West, where any girl 'whether old or young, rich or poor,
beautiful or ugly, could find a mate before she could open her mouth
9
to say yes'.

The mere presence of women was expected to 'temper

the roughness of an all-male society, at the same time elevating
both the moral tone and real-estate p r i c e s O n

a more mundane

level, women were also appreciated for the range of work which they
could take care of on a frontier farm.

The American West was

presented to European women as 'a land where liberty and opportunity and husbands - combined to create a modern Eden'.^^
Australian colonies hope to compete

Could the

with such attractions?

The tables below list sex ratios for the various colonies
based on available census returns.

They also give the contrasting

sex ratio for England and Wales for the same period.
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TABLE 1.

FEMALES PER 1000 MALES (AS
PROPORTION OF TOTAL POPULATION)
a.

New
South
Wales

Victoria

1851

763

674

786

1861

768

644

950

1871

829

824

946

1881

828

907

880

TABLE 2.

South
Australia

Queensland

Tasmania

Western
Australia

England
and
Wales

1042
659

814

584

1053
1054

892

741

1055

FEMALES PER 1000 MALES (AS PROPORTION
OF POPULATION AGED 15 YEARS AND OVER)
b.

New
South
Wales

England
South
Victoria

Australia

Western
Queensland

Tasmania

Australia

Wales

1070

1851
1861

513

920

1871

721

997

1881

and

14Z

861

726

503

1087
1088

847

745

1086

Tables derived from Census data or Statistical Registers for each
colony. Some colonies do not provide an age breakdown for population,
Census returns for Tasmania and Western Australia are for 1870, not
1971, and havonot been included.
a.

Source:

B.R. Mitchell, Abstract of British Historical Statistics,
Cambridge, 1962, p.6.

b.

derived from Mitchell, op.cit., p.12.

In colonies such as Western Australia and Queensland there
was obviously a 'considerable predominance' of men over women and,
therefore, less prospect of a well-ordered life.

But for women

who were prepared to face the risks of a rough and ready pioneering
society the chances of finding a husband were high.

Employment

opportunities, however, were almost nonexistent for women, especially
from the middle class, in such settlements.

In Tasmania, New South

Wales, and Victoria after 1871 there was a 'reasonable number of
women', so that those migrating might expect considerable respect
and good marriage prospects.
were not good.

Before 1871 prospects in Victoria

The gold rush decade brought thousands of men to

the colony of Victoria, leaving its population grossly out of proportion.

In 1851, of a total population of 97,489, there were 58,235

males and 39,254 females.

The following year there were 110,825 males

and 57,496 females, and by 1853 there were 146,456 males and 75,980
12
females, or 518 females per 1000 males.

Most men clustered

together on the gold fields of Ballarat, Bendigo and Castlemaine,
intent only on making their fortune.

Many of these men eventually

migrated to other colonies or countries, though others finally settled
down,, married and established households in Victoria.
The situation in South Australia was totally different.
Wakefield's emphasis on family migration and the need to keep the
sexes balanced had been very successful.

Overall, in South Australia

•women were not so scarce as to be spoiled or so abundant as to be
n e g l e c t e d ' J u d g i n g by male/female population statistics, South

12.
13.

Victorian Year Book, 1875, Statistical summary No. 1.
c.H. Spence, Some "social Aspects of South Australian Life, by a
Colonist of 1839. Adelaide, n.d., p.2.

Australia could not hope to attract many female immigrants in search
of a husband.

There were criteria other than the search for husbands, however,
which influenced the decision to migrate.

The attractiveness of a

colony to female immigrants depended to some extent upon the original
reasons for its establishment.

Unlike the United States, which seemed

to present endless opportunities for European free settlers to extend
the frontiers of civilization, parts of Australia had been established
as a British penal settlement.

The original colony, New South Wales,

retained the stigma of its convict past.

Its first female settlers

14
were described as 'damned whores',

and successive waves of assisted

female immigrants were viewed with much suspicion.^^

Nevertheless,

there was a shortage of women as wives and employees, especially up
country, as Caroline Chisholm proved.
Wales ceased in 1840.

Transportation to New South

Twenty years later the colony had diversified;

many new towns and settlements were established, creating some demand
for middle class women as employees.
Tasmania also shared New South Wales' convict past, and the
stigma attached to transportation.

Probably because of its relative

isolation fewer migrants chose to settle in Tasmania, so that there
was some concern about the colony's ageing population and falling
birth-rate.^^

Small farms predominated throughout the island and so,

with the exception of Hobart, there were few employment opportunities
for middle class women.

14.
15.
16.

Anne Summers, Damned Whores and God's Police : the Colonization
of Women in Australia. Melbourne, 1975, p.267.
See Chapter 3, pp.74-75.
Statistics of Tasmania, 1869, ix.

Victoria was established originally by settlers wishing to
escape the limitations of control from Sydney and Hobart.^'^

The

gold rush decade changed the image of the colony in England, thrusting
it into prominence in financial circles, and acting as a magnet
for thousands of men, many from the middle class.

Fortunes won from

gold allowed a number of men to set up elaborate households in the
city or country, thereby creating some demand for the services of
governesses.

Western Australia remained as a penal settlement after transportation to the eastern colonies ceased.

Its distance from the other

areas of settlement also made it less attractive to prospective
immigrants.

During the 1860s and 1870s the colony was still in the

early stages of development, with a predominantly masculine population.
It could offer only a difficult pioneering lifestyle.

Queensland also had a high male population.

The colony separated

from New South Wales in 1859, but during the period of convict transportation there was a penal settlement at Moreton Bay.

Although

living conditions in the sparsely settled colony were difficult,
women were welcomed for their usefulness on outback stations.
^

Women

18

in search of a husband were best advised to head north.

South Australia's distinctive pattern of settlement has already
been discussed.

Sex ratios could not tempt women to migrate there,

but its small yet profitable farms could offer some employment.
Catholic women were not welcome.^^

17.
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Despite the wide variety in sex

Michael Roe, '1830-50', in F.K. Crowley,
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, A New History of
,
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19.

See Chapter 3, p. 87.

ratios each colony had fewer women than men, which was not the case
in England.

In 1851 there were 1042 females for every 1000 males,

and the situation continued to deteriorate (for women), so that by
1881 there were 1055 females for every 1000 males.

Sex ratios within each colony also varied considerably.

More

women settled in cities and towns, leaving some remote areas populated
almost exclusively by men.

(See Table 3, p. 98.)

Russell Ward has reported on 'the famine of females in the
interior'.^^

According to a contemporary observer 'there was not

one white woman' on all the stations for 300 miles on either side
of the Barwon River.
21

swans in Europe' .
areas.

Women were, he reported, 'as scarce as black
In 1851 the situation was little better in some

In Maranoa district, for example, there were '65 single

males over 13 years of age and no single women of the same age
group'.

22

During the 1850s the sex ratio in each colony came closer to
a point of balance, although males still predominated in country
areas.

Even in Victoria the n\amber of males to females fell below

the pre-gold rush level by 1861.

Table 4 illustrates the changes

which took place.

20.
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TABLE 3.

R A T I O O F U N M A R R I E D M A L E S A G E D 14 A N D O V E R T O
U N M A R R I E D F E M A L E S A G E D 14 A N D O V E R , C I T Y
COUNTRY,

Area specified
as 'City'

AND

1841-51.

'Remainder of

'City*

Colony'

Year
M

F

M/F

M

F

M/F

Sydney

1841

7735

3391

2.28

36575

5519

6.63

Sydney and Suburbs

1846

7954

4283

1.86

31577

5492

5.75

Sydney and Suburbs

1851

7532

6401

1.18

32044

7986

4.01

Hobart

1848

5567

2744

2.03

19387

2336

8.30

Hobart

1851

5559

3272

1.70

18269

2951

6.19

Source:

P e t e r F . M c D o n a l d , Marriage in A u s t r a l i a : A g e at F i r s t M a r r i a g e
Proportions Marrying, 1860-1971. Canberra, 1974, p.47.
The Port Phillip district
this T a b l e .

(later V i c t o r i a ) h a s b e e n e x c l u d e d

and

from

00

TABLE 4.

RATIO OF UNMARRIED MALES AGED 15 AND OVER
TO UNMARRIED FEMALES AGED 15 AND OVER,
AUSTRALIAN COLONIES, CITY AND COUNTRY,
1851-61.

New South Wales

Year

1851^
1856^
1861

Area specified
as 'City'

City

Remainder
of Colony

Whole
Colony

Sydney and Suburbs
Sydney and Suburbs
Sydney and Suburbs

1.18
1.00
0.86

4.01
2.72
2.48

2.75
2.04
1.86

Victoria

Year

Area specified
as 'City'

City

Remainder
of Colony

Whole
Colony

1851^
1854
1857
1861

County
County
County
County

2.35
2.68
1.89
1.60

7.06
9.77
6.51
4.86

3.92
5.27
4.09
3.30

Remainder
of Colony

Whole
Colony

of
of
of
of

Bourke
Bourke
Bourke
Bourke

South Australia

Year

1851^
1855^
1861

Area specified
as 'City'

City

2.32
Adelaide, Kensington
and Norwood
County of Adelaide

1.58
2.07

1.33
1.26

City

Remainder
of Colony

Whole
Colony

1.70
1.18
1.07

6.19
3.80
2.72

3.83
2.64
2.10

0.85
0.84

Tasmania

Year
1851^
1857^
1861

Note:

Area specified
as 'City'
Hobart Town
Hobart, Glenorchy
and Queenborough
Electoral Districts

Chinese have been excluded from this table on the assumption
all were in the country districts.
Source: McDonald, op.cit., p.55.

Most significantly, by 1861 there were slightly less unmarried
males aged 15 and over than females in the same age group in the city
areas of Sydney and Adelaide.

In Hobart numbers were almost even,

and in Melbourne there were 1.6 unmarried men to every unmarried
woman.

Women migrating to these cities faced greater competition

from local residents for employment and husbands, but as the cities
grew in size and diversity more opportunities were created.

Estab-

lished households in prosperous towns and cities required servants,
and in many cases governesses.

Only after the initial pioneering

stages were over could middle class women hope to be employed, as
they were by no stretch of the imagination essential to the early
colonizing process.

Once homes and businesses or properties had been

established, colonists could turn their attention to the educational
needs of their children.

Because of the poor standard of education

23
offered in the colonies

few native-born were likely to be able to

compete with English governesses for positions.

As a result, prospects

in cities and towns were good for English middle class women.
Opportunités for employment outside the cities varied enormously
in relation to the wealth of the district.

Long-settled agricultural

and pastoral districts with large holdings could provide employment
for some middle class women, but opportunities were often influenced
by seasonal conditions.

Sex ratios were still out of proportion,

except in South Australia, but unless firm job offers were made,
middle class women faced great difficulty in looking for work outside
the cities.

In spite of narrowing differences between sex ratios in

cities and towns, the prospects of employment or marriage for English
middle class women in the Australian colonies during the 'seventies
still remained promising.
23.

Alan Barcan, A History of Australian Education.

Melbourne, 1980, Ch.6,

The impact of sex ratios on female migration is difficult to
determine precisely, although the colonial imbalance of the sexes
was widely publicized in England, both as a problem in itself, and
24
as a factor in the reverse imbalance existing in England.

Even

more difficult to determine is the influence of colonial marriage rates
upon female migration, as few women, especially from the middle class,
would admit that they were going to the colonies in the hope of being
married.

Mid-Victorian principles would not permit them to be frank

on such an intimate topic, although men were allowed to promote
25
emigration for the purpose of marriage.

Marriage rates varied dramatically from colony to colony.

Although

sex ratios were a major factor in determining the marriage rate, other
factors had to be taken into consideration, such as the relative age
of the population, and the major occupations in the colony.

Below are

comparative tables giving statistics for each colony, and for England
and Wales.

TABLE 5.

NUMBER OF PEOPLE MARRIED IN RELATION
TO TOTAL POPULATION (Per 1000)
a

New
South
Wales

1851
1861
1871
1881
24.

25.

19.4
17.9
15.4
16.5

Victoria

16.3
12.7
13.7

South
Australia

18.2
13.5
16.0

Queensland

18.6
16.1
15.4

Tasmania

15.8
11.7
14.6

Western
Australia

England
and
Wales

18.9
12.5
13.2

17.2
16.3
16.7
15.1

See, for example, publications as disparate as Edward Gibbon
Wakefield's View of the Art of Colonisation ... London, 1849,
John nnnmnrp Lana's An Historical and Statistical Account of
New south wales ..., London, 1834, and Frances Power Cobbe's 'What
Shall We Do With Our Old Maids?', Eraser's Magazine, Vol.66,
November 1862.
For example, W.R. Greg, 'Why are Women Redundant? , National
Review, xxviii, Apri. 1862.

TABLE 6.

NUMBER OF PEOPLE MARRIED IN RELATION TO
POPULATION AGED 15 AND OVER (per 1000)

New
South
Wales

1851
1861
1871
1881

27.8

Victoria

24.6
22.2
35.8

South
Australia

Queensland

18.2
24.6

Tasmania

Western
Australia

21.4

30.8

23.8

21.6

Tables derived from Census data and Statistical Registers,
colonies do not provide an age breakdown for population.
a.
b.

England
and
Wales

26.6
25.4
26.2
23.8

Some

Source: Mitchell, op.cit., p.45.
derived from Mitchell, op.cit., p.45.

As might be expected, the marriage rate in New South Wales fell
as the colony's sex ratio approached equilibrium, although it remained
above the rate for England and Wales, except for the period around
1871.

In Victoria the marriage rate fell as thousands of males left

the colony, but when attention is centred upon the marriageable
population, the marriage rate is considerably higher, making the
colony a much better marital prospect, especially by 1881.

Throughout

the period the sex ratio in South Australia remained relatively stable,
and yet the marriage rate fell to a level lower than that for England
in 1871.

After making allowances for the population under 15, however,

the marriage rate is considerably higher, although still below
comparative English levels.

Because of its unbalanced sex ratio,

Queensland's marriage rate was high in comparison with other colonies,
and remained higher than in England and Wales.
Queenslanders were apparently eager to marry.

Unlike men in Victoria,
The men of Western

Australia were also enthusiastic about marriage during the middle decades
of the century, but the marriage rate there fell dramatically as more
women came to the colony.

The overall pattern which emerges is that marriage rates fell
as sex ratios moved towards equilibrium.

Fewer men were 'doomed to

26
bachelorhood',

but by 1881 the position had deteriorated for women :

female migrants could not expect as warm a welcome.

If marriage

was their secret goal, in some cases they would have been better
advised to stay in England.
Peter McDonald reached similar conclusions in his study of age
at marriage and proportions marrying in Australia.

Between 1861 and

1891 there were three distinct patterns of marriage, he reports:
... A pattern dominated by the level of the balance
of the sexes. This pattern corresponds to the
early experience of all Colonies, including
Tasmania and Western Australia, except South
Australia.
Its early years are characterized
by a very large excess of males, a low proportion
of males married and a high proportion of females
married. Then, as the excess of males declined,
the proportion of males that were married
remained comparatively stable while the proportion of females who were married fell
rapidly. There was some compens^on for females
in that the actual age difference between spouses
appears to have fallen —
^^
In 1861, there was still a 'large excess of males', so that women
migrating could have reasonable expectations of being married.
Within this pattern

'the proportions of colonial females marrying
28

under age 20 and at ages 25 and over were both greater than expected'
when compared with English statistics.

The possibility of marriage

after 25 could be p a r t i c u l a r l y appealing to English governesses
contemplating migration, many of whom were considered to have passed
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the age where they could hope to be successful on the local 'marriage
market'.

The South Australian pattern was distinctive:
A relatively even balance of the sexes in South
Australia from its first settlement allowed a
higher proportion of males to be married. The
proportion of males married approximated the
levels prevailing in England and Wales.
Average age at marriage for females was earlier
than that in England and Wales, largely because
of the high proportion marrying under age 20.^^
South Australia was not a particularly attractive destination for
intending female emigrants.

The last pattern concentrates on a period outside the scope of
this study:
Later age at marriage ... This pattern is
evident for Victoria in 1881 and 1891 and South
Australia in 1891 and is characterized by a
distinctive movement for both sexes, but
particularly for males, towards a later age
at marriage.
Although the prospect of marriage at a later age could be encouraging
for female emigrants, this pattern, hinted at earlier, emerged too
late to be an important factor in the emigration of English middle
class women to 1881.

Other British colonies experienced similar patterns of growth
during the nineteenth century.

For example, in Canterbury, New

Zealand, far more spinsters married at an early age than was customary
in Great Britain - ' just one of the consequences of the difference in

29.
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the balance of the s e x e s b e t w e e n
more

New Zealand and Britain.

But

significantly,
as the extreme disparity in the number of males
began to diminish in the colony, the pressures
towards early marriage also abated, signified
by a rise in the mean age of marriage for women
between the 1850s and the 1870s, and a decline
in the number of women marrying within a short
-D n

interval of arrival in the colony.
As in Canterbury, the pressures towards early marriage in the Australian
colonies faded as the disparity between the sexes shrank.

For men

who would have been 'doomed to bachelorhood' this was good news,
but for women wanting to marry, it offered less of an incentive to
migrate.
33
Were the Australian colonies 'a paradise on Earth for women',
34
or were women treated like 'doormats of the Western World',
Miriam Dixson suggests?

as

According to Dixson we have been bequeathed

'a past, a history, unusually steeped in misogyny'.^^

The role or

status of women in Australia has already been examined in some detail
by a number of feminist writers.

This study necessarily examines

the mid-nineteenth century role or status of women only as it was
likely to influence female migration, in particular female middle class
migration.

If sex ratios played the major part in determining the status of
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women w i t h i n s o c i e t y , Australian women should have enjoyed the advan37
tages of t h e i r American c o u s i n s ,

as described by Roger Thompson.

Women were scarce in a l l the colonies except South A u s t r a l i a ,
should have been valued.
of colonial h i s t o r y i s

and

But evidence relating to the early period

contradictory.

Women were welcomed as employees, pioneers and wives at an
individual level.

There are many reports of the courage of early

pioneering women, who shared the endless t o i l of their menfolk and
38
the l o n e l i n e s s of t h e i r i s o l a t e d homes.

Shared hardship helped to

forge closer links between husbands and wives, P a t r i c i a Grimshaw
b e l i e v e s , and accelerated the acceptance of ' i d e a s o f partnership
39
within marriage, and of women's enhanced s t a t u s ' .

Women were so scarce that special assistance schemes were
introduced to b r i n g them to the colonies as domestic servants and
farm w o r k e r s , a l w a y s

in short supply.

Colonists were particularly

concerned that these women should be of good character as they had a
41
dual role to p l a y ,

that of domestic servants and b r i d e s .

The clue to the d i f f e r e n t treatment of women in Australia in
comparison with the United States l i e s in the character of the early
female s e t t l e r s ,
England.

and t h e i r reputation within the colonies and in

Unlike America, Australian colonies were f i r s t populated

by female convicts, who gained a reputation as

'drunken and abandoned
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prostitutes'.

In most cases they received inadequate protection

on the voyage out, and upon arrival in the colonies.

Reports sent

back to England described their unacceptable behaviour, and yet at
times officials were forced to admit that their treatment encouraged
43
' a general depravity of manners' .

The treatment of women in the

early colonies, and the reputation which they established

(deserved or

not) laid a foundation for the low status of Australian women within
society.

The imbalance of the sexes in Australia was created by

the transportation of convicts.

It did not offer convict women

'paradise on Earth'.
Government assisted passages for women were offered from 1831
in an attempt to reduce the disproportion of the sexes in the colonies.
Again, there was criticism of the character of many of the women who
44
arrived in the colony, some of whom were described as 'common prostitutes'.
Reports were sent back to London, and the apparent defects of the scheme
received wide publicity.

A number of women were from work-houses in

Ireland, and were considered to be unsuitable

(and inferior) by the

predominantly Protestant English population, which was far less tolerant
than the comparatively heterogeneous society of the United States.
Thousands of women arrived in the colonies under the scheme and
settled down as workers and wives, but nevertheless there was criticism
of the character of some of the immigrants.

Colonists were eager to

blot out the stigma of convictism, and to do that they needed women
of irreproachable character.
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The gold rush decade saw many thousands of men migrate from
England to the gold diggings, but few women, so that the sex ratio
again became unbalanced, especially in Victoria.

Mrs Charles Clacy,

a well-to-do visitor to that colony, wrote the following words of
encouragement from the gold fields for women enthusiastic to migrate:
... do so by all means, if you can go under
suitable protection, possess good health, are
not fastidious or "fine-ladylike", can milk
cows, churn butter, cook a good damper, and
mix a pudding. The worst risk you run is
that of getting married, and finding yourself
treated with twenty times the respect and
consideration you may meet with in England.
Here (as far as number goes) women beat the
"lords of creation", in Australia it is the
reverse, and there we may be pretty sure of
having our own way.
Competent women were obviously welcome in the colony, if they were
prepared to turn their hand to a range of tasks.

But the prospect

was not as promising for middle class ladies if they were fastidious,
and concerned to maintain their superior position within colonial
society.

Mrs Clacy's comments suggest that, at least in some cases,

women were likely to be given their own way because they were in
short supply, and if they were adaptable.

There was a strong demand

for reputable, non-Irish women as employees and as wives, as long as
they did not fancy themselves to be superior.

Her advice on the

need to put away "fine-ladylike" ways was particularly pertinent,
because it pointed to the blurred class distinctions developing in
the colonies.^^

Mrs Clacy's comments on the need for 'suitable

protection' also highlighted the publicity which earlier incidents
45
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had received in England, when women had been at the mercy of ship's
crews.

Middle class women would have done well to read Mrs Clacy's

description of the colonies before embarkation.

There was also much

good advice for sponsors of female emigration schemes.

Although class divisions in the colonies were blurred in comparison
with England there were divisions, nevertheless.

Connell and Irving

describe the hegemony of the mercantile bourgeoisie in the years
between 1840 and 1890.

47

The family as an institution was central

to the ideology of the bourgeoisie, with its male breadwinner, house48
wife and children.

But divisions between classes were not rigid,

and members of the working class could aspire to set up their own
family unit, structured along bourgeois lines.

Lucy Hart, for example,

wrote back to her mother in England in 1851 to tell of her success
in Melbourne.

After working hard her husband became his own master,

while she contributed to the family income by taking in washing and
ironing, and keeping poultry and a cow.

Despite some setbacks she

considered herself to be 'well off in the world so I do nothing but
my own work now [and] we are living in a nice house called Devon
. 49
Cottage'.

Manuals on etiquette in Australia stressed the importance of the
home, 'the woman's k i n g d o m ' w h e r e

she reigned supreme.

Although

these manuals generally present an idealized view of colonial society.
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they nevertheless indicate matters considered to be important.
For example, it was a wife's 'honoured task' to embellish that home,
to make happy the lives of her husband and the dear ones committed
to her trust'.^^

This statement would have been perfectly acceptable

in contemporary English society, and has overtones of John Ruskin,
who believed that woman's intellect was for 'sweet ordering, arrange52
ment and decision'.

Economic conditions in the colonies permitted

the establishment of the family as a 'basic unit of organization with
a widespread rapidity that was probably unequalled anywhere else in the
Western w o r l d ' a n d certainly with greater speed than was possible in
England because of the higher standard of living possible in the colonies,
Women who conformed to this ideal and became wives and mothers (or 'God's
police') won respectable status.

'Workers in surrogate-mother
jobs',
54

Summers claims, could also win respectable status.

Such status would

be particularly appealing to governesses in England, who were hoping
for employment in a 'surrogate-mother' role.
Sex ratios and marriage rates helped to promote female emigration
to the Australian colonies, but it was the chance of gainful employment
which was the major attraction for English middle class women.
fears were held about the nature of colonial society;

Many

on one hand,

there were numerous reports of the dreadful behaviour and ill-treatment
of early female settlers, and on the other hand reports described the
tremendous 'respect and consideration' which was shown to women.

51. ibid.
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Ill

There was evidence of greater respect a n d forbearance being shown
to women because of their scarcity, especially in pioneering districts,
and w i t h i n the family women gained a greater sense of equality.

But

the stigma of the convict p e r i o d had a detrimental effect on the
status o f w o m e n in the Australian colonies which took decades to
modify.

The colonies were not a 'paradise o n Earth f o r w o m e n ' , b u t

by 1 8 6 1 they offered middle class women an opportunity for rewarding
employment, respectable status and the chance of m a r r i a g e .

F i n a l l y , the o n l y precise guide to motives for emigration can
come from the women who made the journey to Australia, and from the
Society w h i c h helped them o n their w a y .

Most women left England in

search of employment, a n d the opportunity to live a u s e f u l life
rather than one where they were viewed as 'redundant'.

Their letters

back to the P.M.C.E.S. reflect their impressions o f c o l o n i a l society,
its employment opportunities, and in some c a s e s , the prospects for
marriage.^^

They r e v e a l aspects of colonial life w h i c h disappointed,

fascinated o r othervise engaged the female immigrants, and give the
only concrete guide to their expectations upon emigrating.
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CHAPTER 5
UNMARKETABLE GOVERNESSES':

COLONIAL RESPONSES

TO FEMALE MIDDLE CLASS MIGRATION

Maria Rye's emigration scheme attenpted to benefit the Australian
colonies as w e l l as the English women migrating by sending out young
women who could raise the m o r a l and educational standards of colonial
society.

Colonial spokesmen reacted strongly to such proposals.

number of scathing

A

newspaper editorials appeared, which attacked

English interference in colonial matters, especially when it was
directed by women.

Editors were concerned that English women were

taking it upon themselves to provide Australian men with wives, whether
they were wanted or n o t .

This was not the basic aim of the P.M.C.E.S.,

but confusion amongst its supporters over the motives for emigration
helped to nourish such an idea.

Antipathy from influential segments

of Australian society guaranteed that no government assistance towards
the costs of migration would be forthcoming.

Without substantial

support for the scheme from the colonies, the numbers of English
middle class women who migrated to Australia were effectively limited.

The first attack appeared in an editorial in The Age, dated
14 June 1862.

(Although David Syme was owner and editor at the time,

he wrote very few articles himself, preferring to employ 'capable
writers to express his views'.^)

The author was sickened 'to behold

this maudlin misdirected philanthropy> which overflows in England as
readily as Job Trotter's tears'.

Maria Rye (or 'Miss Jellaby Rye')

was likened to one of Dickens' philanthropic zealots, working in this
case for the good of the distant dependencies' instead of 'far-off
missionary enterprise'.

By assuming the 'encouraging tone' of the

scheme's instigators the editor sought to expose what he saw as 'the
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heartlessness of the project'.

He expected that the male and female

population in Victoria would be calculated, a balance struck, and
'as many women drafted off without delay as will remove the disparity'.
Moreover, every single man could expect a wife 'carefully packed,
shipped, and addressed to him to be delivered carriage free within
the next few months', whether or not he wanted one.

Such ideas bore

little or no resemblance to the plans of the F.M.C.E.S., as the editor
would have been aware by reading just a little information about the
Society.

Instead he chose to ridicule the work of Maria Rye and her

colleagues by misinterpreting their goals.

There had been some

confusion over the role of marriage as an inducement to migration,^
but it did not warrant such a misrepresentation as this.

The editor's assessment of economic prospects for newly-arrived
governesses was more telling.

He pointed to the repeated advertisements

appearing in newspaper columns, and the humiliating instructions
issued for governesses to present themselves at a particular labour
mart 'between twelve and one' to take their chances with the' crowd.

No

sympathy could be spared for such a scheme, he declared, until
' something has been done to protect and elevate the friendless women
already here'.

4

Specific reasons for such an attack are difficult to isolate,
but there could have been a combination of factors.

What most likely

irked Syme so much was the interference in Victorian affairs, apparently
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without consultation, especially at a time of increasing unemployment.^
And to make matters much worse, this interference was organized by
English middle class women - 'philanthropic zealots' - who hoped to
supply governesses to the enemies of The Age, that is, to squatting
interests in Victoria.

The Age, described as a paper which 'coaches

the D e m o c r a c y ' c o u l d not support the immigration of women claimed
to be of a superior class.

English unmarried middle class women had

dared to step outside their proper sphere in order to help solve
the social problems of patriarchal England by removing its unwanted
women.

And even more presumptuously they were attempting to solve

colonial social problems by exporting England's 'redundant women' to
Victoria!
The first editorial which appeared in The Argus was a little more
enthusiastic than that in The A g e , at least in the abstract.

It also

revealed some of the differences in the class structure of the colonies
to that of England, in particular the post-gold rush colony of Victoria.
As 'advocates of immigration to the fullest extent - of immigration
without respect of classes o r conditions' - the newspaper was 'glad
to welcome any efforts which may tend to increase the population in
Victoria'.

And it was quite prepared to accept that Miss Rye's

protegees were 'among the most desirable of immigrants', who would
be welcomed as the community grew in size and complexity.

However,

the writer continued, if Miss Rye proposed that 'educated women are
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to be assisted hither at the public expense, to supply any existing
want, we are afraid that she will have but little support'.^

Maria Rye had indeed hoped for assistance from colonial governments
once they were convinced of the advantages of receiving her 'high
g

class women'.

She expected the matter of State assistance to be raised

in the Victorian Parliament under the auspices of Mr Edward Willis,
a correspondent and supporter of the Society.

However, Willis was

never a member of Parliament, although he was prominent in Victorian
society, being an early member of the Melbourne
Club, a trustee of
9
Geelong Grammar, and a merino stud farmer.
He may have hoped that
a friend would raise the matter for him, but records of debates for
10

the years 1861 to 1863 show no mention of the topic in the House.
However seriously the suggestion of public assistance may have been
made, it seems obvious that there was not sufficient organized support
in the colony of Victoria to merit its discussion within the Parliament.
By failing to secure support on this issue from The Argus, an influential
voice in the immigration debate in Victoria, the F.M.C.E.S. scheme
lost a valuable potential ally.
The editors of The Age and The Argus shared opinions on the demand
for governesses.

Very decisively The Argus believed:

A general scheme for the importation of
governesses into Victoria is ... as wild a
speculation as could enter any brain. There
is no article, perhaps, in the labour market,
of less general demand than governesses.
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Conditions in the young country were such as to make the 'genteel
servitude' into which poor gentlewomen were forced even more difficult
to bear, as 'those who have the wealth have rarely the refinement,
and those who have refinement have not much wealth'.

In fact some

early migrants experienced problems in their contact with the
'nouveaux riches' in the colony, but many were able to adapt to the
different conditions and make a happy home for themselves, given the
opportunity.^^

The Argus also doubted the feasibility of the scheme if its
real object was to remedy the disproportion of the sexes in the colony
and encourage marital harmony.

Such an object would be difficult to

achieve, and besides, men might want their 'right of free selection',
or they might prefer to remain bachelors.

Altogether, the article

concluded:
we cannot perceive that we are called upon to assist
such an immigration by any special means, or to
bestow upon this, or upon any other class of
immigrants, any more favour^than is shown to the
general body of immigrants.

In its second editorial one week later The Argus enlarged upon
some of the points already raised, this time in a most unsympathetic
manner.

Firstly, it 'deprecated class immigration of any sort

whatsoever', and pointed to the foolhardiness of bringing out 'two
or three shiploads of governesses at the public expense' when the
market was already 'rather overstocked'.

Next, the writer suspected

that Maria Rye's real object was to 'cure that crying Australian vice
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of male celibacy', an area in which she could not, and would not, be
permitted to meddle.

Despite the fact that this was not the intention

of the project, the writer speculated on the difficulties to be
overcome.

What could be done, he pondered, with two or three ships

announced off the Heads, each with a couple of hundred women 'educated
to within an inch of their several lives, and brimful of the newest
accomplishments?'

Such women were not welcome in the colony en masse,

and, according to Argus sources, were not needed.
for assistance under existing schemes.

They were not eligible

Under these circumstances

The Argus was not prepared to advocate the spending of public money
on a class of people 'above the necessities which make the ordinary
immigrant resort to state assistance'.

In fact there was, it believed,

'no reason why we should go out of our way to bring educated women
14
in any quantity to Victoria.

After this there was no more mention

of colonial assistance towards female middle class emigration.
The only Victorian newspaper to encourage the F.M.C.E.S. proposal
was the Melbourne Herald, an evening newspaper with a small circulation
and little influence in politics.^^

It printed a letter from Maria

Rye, together with a brief article in which it specified the class
of women involved, and that they were to be sent out only in small
batches.

The proposal was described as 'admirable in itself, and ...

deserving of all the assistance and countenance the press and colonists
can lend it'.^^

Unfortunately for advocates of the scheme, it was

The Argus and The Age which had the greatest sway in Victorian
parliamentary circles.
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Sydney newspapers ignored Maria Rye's scheme, probably because
their editors did not feel so challenged.

In Sydney jobs were

easier to obtain,^^ there was no request for public assistance, and
the overall male/female ratio for the colony was not as unbalanced
as in Victoria.

In New South Wales in 1861 there were 198,488 males

to 152,372 females, or 767 females to every 1000 males.

18

The

population of Victoria totalled 540,322, of whom 328,651 were males,
and 211,671 females, or 644 females to every 1000 males.

Other papers were not as charitable.

19

The Brisbane Courier

was also antagonistic, once again because it resented interference
in colonial matters, especially when it was organized by women.

In

its editorial for 29 November 1862, it informed readers that of the
nearly 400 emigrants who were due to arrive in Brisbane on the
ship Conway, there were 'about one hundred nominated by Miss Rye,
a lady who has prominently advocated female middle-class emigration'.
This vessel was due any day, and was expected to land 'about one
hundred females of a class most unsuitable to the colony'.

While it

was true that these women were nominated by Maria Rye, only a handful
were in fact middle class governesses, the remainder being made up
of seirvants and other working class women whom Rye had helped to
migrate.

With all the facts made clear there was no reason for the

concern shown by the newspaper.

The editor feared that the colony was iirporting 'genteel
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poverty' at too rapid a rate, a commodity which was not required,
and while Government service could offer refuge for 'impecunious'
males, there was no such 'dernier ressort' for Rye's women, soon to
present themselves to the people of Brisbane.

And as far as marriage

was concerned, the writer was assured that most bachelors remained
so because they were almost compelled to - either they led a 'wandering,
purposeless life' , or else they were waiting until the time when they
could send 'home' for a loved one.

20

The Courier aroused considerable

animosity in Brisbane against

the Conway passengers with its editorial and with an article from
the English Saturday Review,which it reprinted in the same issue,
entitled 'The Export Wife-Trade'.

This article reported the rejection

of Maria Rye's proposal in Australian newspapers, and the apparent
reluctance of the colonies to be the 'outfall sewer of any community
of the Old World' , the contents of which were presumably the governesses
sent to the arid intellectual wastes of Australia.

It was only the

'most incorrigible convict, the most incapable pauper, the most
unmarketable governess, [and] the most ineligible maiden' who were
selected, the writer assured his audience, neglecting to mention or
to appreciate the qualifications demanded by the F.M.C.E.S. from all
intending emigrants.

What became more obvious as the article continued

was that the writer could not abide the 'unwincing candour' of Miss Rye's
supposed 'hymeneal arrangements', and her apparent attempt to provide
21
marriageable maidens whether or not the men of Australia wanted them.
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Yet another writer had distorted the aim of the Society, and in so
doing brought the emigration proposal into disrepute with those who
knew nothing more of the scheme.

The Age also carried a reprinted item on female emigration, in
this case from the Home News, a regular compilation of news items
from English newspapers.

The article described the subject as 'one

of the topics of the day' , and proceeded to summarize the debate as
it had appeared in the columns of The Times.

It concluded by noting

the 'considerable progress' of the f\ind, judging from the subscriptions
22
reported from time to time in the newspapers.

This item was very

different in tone to The Age's own editorial on the subject.
A nxmiber of letters to the editor were published in a variety
of Australian newspapers, some enthusiastic about the scheme, while
others urged caution.

The first to appear in The Argus, on 1 July 1862,

supported the stand taken in the editorials, and hoped that these
'two honest and outspoken articles' on the subject would be as widely
read as Maria Rye's pamphlet.

Over the pen-name 'Nemo' the writer

painted a gloomy picture of educated women or governesses who, 'after
much or little privation and struggle, fall, never to recover'.

The

writer believed there were far too many a 'drunken, haggard wretch'
living in the bush, 'who "once was a governess", cohabiting with, or
perhaps married to, some low fellow'.

Educated men and women were

advised to remain at home 'until intellectual attainments are better
discerned and ¡ r e c o g n i z e d ' T h e r e was always a danger that women

22.
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sent out to a strange country, far from the ties of family and
friends, would fall victim to unscrupulous men, especially if they
had difficulty getting employment.

There was no evidence to suggest,

however, that there were numbers of 'drunken, haggard' wretches
scattered throughout the country.

By choosing candidates carefully

and establishing reliable contacts in each colony the F.M.C.E.S.
hoped to limit these dangers as far as possible, although once women
took up positions they were virtually on their own.

Another letter to The Argus agreed that 'a fresh importation'
of educated women was not needed at that time, and suggested instead
action in behalf of the numbers of respectable but destitute women
of all classes in the colony.

The writer/recommended that an institution

be established similar to the Society for Promoting the Employment of
Women in London.

The first priority, 'C.A.' suggested, would be the

establishment of a house to provide board at a very cheap rate,
24
initially financed by subscriptions from ladies with means.

A home

was established along these lines in Melbourne several years later.
This was the first suggestion that action be taken similar to that
advocated by the English women's movement in their attempt to encourage
the employment of women in areas which had been restricted to men.
The Brisbane Courier carried a letter to the editor which supported
Maria Rye's proposition.
editorial on the subject,

The author was surprised to read the Courier's
and even more surprised by 'a very savage

onslaught on the same project copied from the Saturday Review' .

24.
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The

writer disputed that the colonies were to be used as an 'outfall
sewer', and saw no reason to suppose that 'the least estimable portion
of the English market' would be sent, nor that the importation of
women would exceed the demand.

Such an addition could not 'fail to

advance the social condition, as well as the moral well-being of the
community at large' f

the author declared, and saw no reason why the

colonists would reject such an importation of women.

The article

concluded by suggesting that colonists wait a little before they
passed judgment:

'It will be time enough to throw cold water on the

scheme when it has been carried to excess'.

25

This letter was very valuable for the promotion of Rye's scheme
in Brisbane after the damage done by the original editorial, together
with the 'savage onslaught' from the Saturday Review.

Although it

may not have convinced all readers of the advantages of the proposal,
it did present the other side of the debate, and gave readers an
opportunity to ponder the question in their own minds.

Letters from colonial residents were also published in England,
giving their opinions on the feasibility of the scheme and its
relevance to conditions in the colonies.

The English Woman's Journal

published a number of letters from Australian residents, partly to
promote the F.M.C.E.S. proposal, but also to give women considering
emigration as much information as possible on which to base their decision,

In its December 1861 issue the Journal published a letter from
Mrs Jane Barker, wife of the Bishop of Sydney, dated July 1861, in
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response to a note from Maria Rye.

Mrs Barker doubted that many

single women would be required as schoolmistresses, as in most of
the parochial schools boys and girls were 'taught together by the
master in the morning, and the girls are instructed in sewing in
the afternoon by the master's wife'.

However, she was optimistic

that young women 'competent to act either as good nursery governesses,
or sufficiently educated for governesses of a higher grade' would be
in demand.

For such women she thought openings were 'almost without

limit' .

Reasonable accommodation was available in Sydney for women at
the Governesses' and Servants' Home, Mrs Barker wrote.

Delicate

sensibilities were protected in this institution, as the two classes
were 'not subject to the same treatment, having different apartments
27
and their meals distinct from each other'.

Mrs Barker recommended

this Home for the reception of the first three emigrants, who arrived
in Sydney late in 1861. Only one chose to stay there, however, the
28
other two considering it to be 'unsuitable'.

A much less optimistic letter came from Mrs a'Beckett in
Melbourne, which the English Woman's Journal reprinted immediately
following Mrs Barker's letter, as it was 'anxious to be perfectly
impartial'.

Mrs a'Beckett wrote that the class of people in demand

'were good servants'.

She had inquired at all the respectable Registry

Offices, only to be given the same gloomy answer:

'Do not send
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governesses.

We have more on our books than we can supply with

situations. ' Mrs a'Beckett admitted that many women described
themselves as governesses without any qualifications, but it was
nevertheless very difficult to get employment, especially as the
deteriorating economic climate had forced many families to reduce
their establishments considerably.

Mrs a'Beckett concluded on a

slightly nrare encouraging note by writing that 'an intelligent woman
should be able to adapt herself to circumstances' , but she had to
29
be willing and fit to take subordinate situations.

Mrs a'Beckett

was secretary of Melbourne's lying-in hospital, and an active member
of the Ladies' Benevolent Society, so she had a good idea of the
city's requirements and problems.

She also appreciated the work being

done 'to forward the interests of our sisterhood in England', but she
still felt obliged to give an accurate picture of the Victorian
situation, even if it discouraged some English efforts.
Another woman, who had recently returned from living in Australia
for eleven years, wrote on the sort of women who were wanted, and
the differences which they might encounter.

Most importantly, 'self-

reliant, useful women' were required, who could adapt quickly to
circumstances and learn to do what was required of them.^°

She also

suggested that a training school be established in England, not only
for governesses but for sisters and nieces of men already in Australia,
so that they could learn the skills of household management and then
go out to a happy family home where they were wanted.^^
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This suggestion

rather cut across the attempts of S.P.E.W. to establish women in
independent careers, but the F.M.C.E.S. was prepared to help women
to emigrate for family reasons.

There were tremendous differences within the colonies, 'C.E.C.'
warned.

In Melbourne there were many handsome houses, elegant drawing

rooms and well-dressed women, while around the harbour of Sydney there
was every 'evidence of leisure, and luxurious enjoyment of the advant32
ages offered by the lovely situation'.
was very different.

But fifty miles away life

Away from the towns there were no butchers or

bakers, and so each establishment had to kill its own meat and bake
its own bread.

Under such circumstances women had to be adaptable,

and it was best that intending emigrants knew what to expect of life
in the colonies.

By sending such women England would 'confer upon her

colonies the greatest benefit she ever bestowed'.^^
A Brisbane resident wrote to the English Woman's Journal after
the arrival of the ship Conway, reporting on The Courier's editorial
and the reprint from the Saturday Review, which had done much 'to
raise suspicion and prejudice in the minds of the Queensland population'
Despite this a committee of well-intentioned ladies had been formed,
a building provided for the temporary accommodation of the young women,
and rations for two weeks were supplied.

Although the correspondent

appreciated these efforts, she was also aware that the committee 'soon
left off taking much interest',
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so that 'the want of a little more

See also Twopeny, op.cit., pp.19-20.

oversight and protection' became obvious at such a critical time.
For such numbers of women more careful preparation and sustained
interest from colonial sympathizers was essential if such plans
were to be successful.

Other letters from colonials or ex-colonials were also published
in England, seeking to influence intending emigrants.

A cautionary

letter from 'J.K.', published in The Times, prompted a strong outburst
from Maria Rye.^^
not easy to obtain.

A similar letter also warned that situations were
The writer had just returned after living for

years in Australia, but felt compelled to warn ladies of a 'lamentable'
36
fate if they failed to gain employment.

Yet another followed in

The Times a few days later, pointing to the limited demand for governesses
in Australia. Going to the colonies was like a raffle, the writer
37
suggested, in which there were '50 blanks to one prize'.

Most letters from the colonies were cautionary in nature.

Some

were from women who had returned to England after failing to get
employment in the colonies, but they were nevertheless similar in
character

(that is, discouraging) to the majority of letters which

appeared in Australian newspapers.

Colonial newspapers and their

editors were, on the whole, quite prepared to welcome middle class
women, if only they had contacts of some kind in Australia.

However,

if they came with the intention of working as governesses, colonials
feared they would either be disappointed and need charity to survive
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or, even worse, they would add to the moral problems of the country
and bring it into greater disrepute 'at home'.

Editors of papers

such as The Age and The Argus were even more incensed if women were
migrating with the intention of finding a husband.

Such behaviour

was brazenly unfeminine, challenging the male's right to choose
between bachelorhood and marriage.

Maria Rye and her colleagues were

seen to be interfering in a sphere which did not concern them,
thousands of miles from England.
The reactions of The Times and its editor in England differed
enormously from that of most colonial editors.

From mid-century

The Times had been enthusiastic about planned emigration to the
colonies,^^ and it looked with favour on this particular scheme, run
by prominent members of the women's movement.

Undoubtedly the

important figures connected with the F.M.C.E.S., such as Lord
Shaftesbury and Rev. Lord Sydney Osborne, helped it to gain acceptance,
but these connections mattered little to Australian editors. Both
The Age and The Argus attacked the scheme, but from different viewpoints,
The Argus was described by Twopeny as 'not only the organ but the leader
39
of the ultra-Conservative party',

and yet on this issue The Argus

professed to be democratic, a position regularly adopted by its
opponent. The Age;

'We have always deprecated class immigration of

any sort whatsoever'.

In fact The Argus was in favour of a concerted

immigration programme because, it believed, it would bring sufficient
38.
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pressure to bear upon working men, who were described as 'idle and
capricious', and so bring wages down.

41

It is no wonder, as Coghlan
42

wrote, that 'the working classes should object to assisted immigration'.
In contrast, articles in The Age took into account the deteriorating
economic situation in 1862 and the anti-immigration feelings of the
working class which, after all, made up the backbone of its readership.
The Brisbane Courier was even more specific and discouraging,
43 considering
middle class women to be 'most unsuitable' for that colony.

Although most middle class women who came to Australia obtained
suitable employment, in most cases they found it necessary to adapt
to the less stratified class structure of their new home in order to
survive.

Victorian newspapers clearly illustrated this different

class structure, and the growing appeal of democratic or egalitarian
values.

The Age was at the forefront of the struggle for political

reform, and was a staunch advocate of 'land for the people, protection
for native industries, and full rights of self-government'.

44

Meanwhile

45
The Argus modelled itself on The Times,

supported the Conservative

cause, and yet it, too, 'deprecated class immigration'.

A democratic/

egalitarian spirit (confined nevertheless to the white male population)
was growing in the colonies (especially in Victoria), and was typified
by the attitudes of newspapermen, colonial employers and employees.
The various newspapers also reflected a growing desire of
Australian residents to manage their own affairs, and to determine
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their priorities for development in the wake of self-government.
'Australia for the Australians' became a common cry, one of its
46
manifestations being anti-immigration campaigns.

As in the 1830s

and 1840s Australians did not want to be the dumping ground for the
rejects of British society, no matter how much they might sympathize
with unemployed cotton workers from Lancashire or 'redundant' English
47
governesses.

Only those who were wanted would be subsidized.

Colonists had a strong desire to see that their particular needs were
catered for, and as there was no urgent need for middle class governesses,
there was very little chance of getting public assistance for passage
money.
Lastly, colonial editors were reacting strongly against the
English women's movement, and what they regarded as its impudence in
daring to intrude into the social affairs of the colonies.

At this

time there was no similar cohesive movement in Australia, and any
actions by English women were viewed as unnecessary meddling in
Australian affairs, which should be left in the hands of competent
Australian men.

If men chose to be celibate, or at least to remain

unmarried, that was their affair.
such matters.

Women were not to interfere in

While individual middle class women might be welcomed

to Australia by colonial residents, a scheme which would bring them
out in any numbers was not popular.
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CHAPTER 6
'REDUNDANT WOMEN' IN AUSTRALIA

Women who were 'redundant' in England found employment in the
Australian colonies, usually as well-paid governesses.

They had to

survive a long and arduous voyage out, and in some cases a nerveracking waiting period before starting work, but eventually most
women were employed and settled into their new homes.
prospects were not so good.

Marriage

Few of Maria Rye's emigrants married,

despite the shortage of marriageable women in the colonies.

This

chapter is based on the 112 letters which women wrote back to the
Society between 1862 and 1882, providing a valuable insight into
their experiences and observations of colonial society.

Middle class ladies migrating to the colonies needed protection
on the long voyage out, and assistance with travel arrangements.
These were, after all, women who had come from a very sheltered home
life, who would have been chaperoned at every appearance they made
in public and, with the exception of a few well-travelled governesses,
have journeyed very short distances from their own homes.

It was

at this point that the organizational ability of the Female Middle
Class Emigration Society became obvious, whether it was to send young
women out to join family members overseas or to search for employment.
Society officials actually booked the passage for each intending
emigrant, outfitted her cabin with necessities, and farewelled young
women departing England's shores.

Most importantly, officials

established a network of protection through contact with the captain
of each ship.

Wherever possible two ladies were sent out together

so that they could guard each other's good name (and virtue).

So

many dreadful tales had been told, both in England and Australia,
of the exploitation or degradation of women on board ships that every
effort was made to guard the Society's protegees from such a fate.

'Do not, Miss Rye, send any more ladies out Second Class.
shall never forget the passage in my life.'^

I

This was the cry from

Miss Ellen Ireland, one of the earliest emigrants, who set out from
England in 1861.

Like so many other emigrant ladies she could not

forget her class origins, and found the journey out to Australia
unbearable because she was forced to associate with passengers from
below her station in life.
with their advice.

Others were a little more constructive

Miss Gertrude Gooch, another early emigrant,

suggested that it would be 'far better to come out 1st class, 2 or 3
2
ladies could join and engage one cabin'.

One young woman hoped

that, if she were to return to England, she would 'not be obliged
to travel 2nd class, it is very unpleasant and uncomfortable travelling,
3
for a single lady particularly.'

Although in many cases these women

were journeying to Australia because of straitened circumstances,
they did not wish to be reminded of the fact, and tried to cling to
their past associations wherever possible.

And although their finances

had been threatened, they were determined to cling to their gentility.
A few emigrants were more fortunate.

Mrs Lucy Philips was

unexpectedly given a first class passage to share with her little
boy.^

Through a kind friend in England, Miss Eleanor Tindall was

also able to come out first class, 'which I think has been greatly
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to my advantage'.^

Some women enjoyed their first sea voyage and an opportunity
to meet other people, despite the problems that class barriers threw
up.

One traveller observed that there were 'some exceedingly agreeable

people on b o a r d ' O t h e r s

developed friendships which they continued

in their new country, but there were some, such as Miss Rosa Phayne,
who refused to mix with other passengers, whom she described as 'so
7
very low and horrid a set'.

Another passenger who experienced

problems was Maria Atherton who, with other second class passengers,
was excluded from the poop after objections from saloon passengers.
As a consequence 'the noise, filth, drunkenness and swearing were
Q
altogether frightful'

as the remaining free emigrants and passengers

huddled together on the decks.
Most passengers had nothing but praise for their captain and
crew.

Miss Emily Streeter described her Captain and his mates as

'very kind and attentive' men who 'did all in their power for our
comfort'.^

Mrs Allen assured Jane Lewin that she 'need never fear

sending any lady out by the 2nd class while Captain Ayles has the
c o m m a n d ' . I n contrast. Miss Eliza Ford did not appreciate her crew.
Not only did she contend with heavy gales and disagreeable passengers
on the voyage out, but as a last straw 'the sailors took offence at
some orders of the Captain's and m u t i n i e d ' F o r t u n a t e l y
occurrences were rare.
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such

The fastest voyage recorded during this period was one of six
weeks, which was made in 1881,
rapid.

12

but this was uncharacteristically

It was quite common for a voyage to last for three months,^^

and the longest for any of the ladies migrating was one hundred and
14
three days,

a particularly long time to be shut up with disagreeable

passengers or mutinous sailors.

Two women usually shared a cabin,

but on occasion a large cabin might be shared by four.
Regular diversions for passengers included reading, sewing,
conversation, a little exercise, an occasional prayer-meeting, and
eating. Most ship-board fare was described as adequate, but often
drab and uninteresting.

One traveller suggested a supply of a pleasant

drink 'such as raspberry vinegar' because 'one gets so tired of "lime
•

•

M

,15

One of the more attractive diversions which was denied to two
of the Society's emigrants was a weekly bottle of wine.

Margaret

Pyman and Louisa Booty discovered that instructions had been entered
into their Captain's book that they were not to have any wine.

Both

ladies were incensed at such treatment, and protested to the Society
upon their arrival in Australia, but no explanation for such treatment
was offered.

One can be sure that they were even mors irked because

'even the 3rd class had wine'!
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All of the women sent out to Australia by the Society arrived
safely, the only reported mishap being to the Colombo, which was
carrying mail back to England.

Fortunately the mail was rescued from

the wreck, and brought back safely by another ship.

Despite gales,

storms and occasional sea sickness, most women survived the voyage
well, and a few were even sorry when it ended, partly, perhaps, because
of their fears for the future.

The most striking sentiment to emerge

from these accounts was that women felt so very strongly about
journeying out as second class passengers.

If at all possible they

hoped to spare others from what they felt were the indignities to
be endured.

Very few women wrote of their experiences in England except, on
occasion, to compare working conditions between countries.

However,

a little background information is available from the Reports of the
Society, which gave regular information on the progress of emigrants,
while withholding names.^^

Emigration numbers for each period were

given, together with destinations, date of sailing, loan details,
salary in the colonies when known, and general comments, the latter
often including information on past experience.

One such report

described a 'moderately qualified governess', who obtained a situation
a fortnight after landing, yet she 'had found great difficulty in
18
getting employment in England'.

Another young woman had been

'reduced by her father's death from affluence to poverty';

fortunately

she was well qualified to teach, and obtained a situation very soon
1Q
after landing.
F.M.C.E.S. members were particularly anxious to
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help in such a case, as it typified the financial reliance of women
upon men in Victorian England.

But given training and encouragement

women could achieve independence.

Women emigrating to Australia gave three reasons:

firstly, to

seek employment, secondly to rejoin family or friends, or,finally,
from a sense of adventure.
for a husband.

None admitted that they were searching

One emigrant. Miss Crowley, had worked in India and

hoped to start a school in China.
as the fare was much cheaper.^^

She settled instead for Sydney
Other governesses had taught in

France, or in Africa, and were encouraged to try Australia.

(In both

21
cases the women were disappointed.

)

Others came in search of well-

paying jobs, which they expected to be plentiful.

Reports had appeared

in English newspapers of the relative shortage of women, the economic
development of the colonies following the discovery of gold, together
with a thirst for intellectual and cultural achievement - factors which,
when combined, suggested that educated women would be welcome in colonial
labour forces.
Many of the women who received assistance from the F.M.C.E.S.
went out to rejoin other members of their family, the most common
being brothers who had emigrated to Australia in search of a better
life.^^

One well-known emigrant, Rachel Henning, although having no
23

contact with the F.M.C.E.S., went to Australia for the same reason.
There were also cases of wives rejoining husbands, and of women going
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out to a sister, father, mother or son.
financial assistance.

Not all women received

Some were grateful to accept just the protection

of the Society, its organizing talents and contacts.

There was one sad case of a young woman travelling out to be
married, only to discover that her husband^:o-be had died in the
interim.

Annie Hunt wrote ;
The cause of my journey here has, I am grieved
to say, journeyed to that land from whence no
traveller returns, so besides being alone in
a strange land I am quite a widow in heart.

Such news was a doubly-heavy blow for a young woman expecting to start
an exciting new life thousands of miles from home, but Miss Hunt
persevered and soon found herself a well-paid situation.

The majority of women chose Melbourne or Sydney as their destination ,
although a few journeyed further afield to Brisbane, Adelaide, Hobart
or Perth.

Women settled wherever previous contacts had been established

with family or friends, at least until they found themselves a situation.
They were encouraged by the Society to leave the major cities and head
inland, where more openings existed for governesses, but this was
difficult advice for newcomers to accept when the prospect of 'the Bush'
loomed so huge, forbidding and totally alien.

Some new arrivals in Melbourne liked what they saw : for example.
Miss Edith Jades was 'charmed with what I have seen of Melbourne and
its neighbourhood'.^^

Others were not so complimentary.

Rosa Phayne's

impressions of Melbourne and the colony were 'thoroughly unfavourable.
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I was not one hour in it when I regretted deeply the step
taken'.

26

I had

Another observed that there was as much 'cc
'cool hauteur in

a Melbourne drawing room as ... in an English one

.27

Despite 'cool hauteur' in drawing rooms, Melbourne apparently
offered the usual pitfalls of any large city for unprotected ladies.
Maria Rye and Jane Lewin were very conscious of the moral responsibility
which they had accepted in encouraging young ladies to migrate, and it
was in the role of moral guardian that Jane Lewin wrote to Eliza Walpole,
who left the safety of family connections in Ballarat to journey to
Melbourne.

Jane Lewin criticized
the madness, I can call it no less, of throwing
yourself without a protector into such a city as
Melbourne. I tremble to think what may have been
your fate, and can only hope that God has been
more merciful to you than you deserve —
and
has preserved you from the villainy of wicked men
and from the consequences of your own folly.^^

Wounded to the core. Miss Walpole wrote back:
I have received the enclosed letter, which I
send for your perusal ... to show that I am not
on the streets of Melbourne.
The contents of the enclosed letter have not survived.

Some of the new residents were quick to perceive inter-colonial
rivalries.

One young woman stayed in Melbourne for some time, but

had no success in finding employment.

She continued on to Sydney,

found a more attractive lifestyle and a situation in a boarding school.
The difference, she wrote, between New South Wales and Victoria was
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'truly wonderful'.

The people of New South Wales were 'as thoroughly
30

English as the Victorians are American'.

Other writers of the

period also described Melbourne as 'an "American-style" city' during
the 1880s.

Its 'general sense of movement, of progress, of conscious

power' contrasted with the*dilatory, much more complacent, far more
31
old-fashioned mood of Sydney'.

Sydney was also slower to develop

the liberal and democratic beliefs which had flourished in Melbourne
during and after the heady gold-rush decade.

More importantly for

governesses. New South Wales was slow in withdrawing funds from
denominational schools in order to concentrate upon its own system.
It was not until 1880 that its Public Instruction Act was passed,
compared with 1873, when the Victorian government passed its Education
Act.

With the passage of such legislation, one writer believed, the

colonies
emerged from the chrysalis state of clerical
and private-venture instruction into the full
butterflydom of a free, compulsory and secular
national

s y s t e m . ^ ^

But 'private-venture instruction' still had its proponents, and
Mrs Ida White, a governess cum boarding-school teacher, was pleased
to note that the New South Welsh 'decline to patronize the State
33
Schools, consequently governesses are in greater demand'.
Miss Oberman
shared a similar experience, waiting unsuccessfully in Melbourne for
34
two months, but finding employment within three weeks in Sydney.
Both were writing back to London in the early 1880s.
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Employment opportunities in Brisbane were not so promising.
Arriving there in 1862, Maria Atherton found few openings for educated
women.

'Schools abound and governesses are not wanted,' she wrote.

'We see no prospect of employment and are consequently anxious and
harassed ... that our means may be exhausted before we can meet with
35
any supply'.

By that stage she was ready to accept 'needlework,

or anything else as a tenporary r e s o u r c e B r i s b a n e

itself was a

lovely place, she continued, as regards scenery, but the citizens
were 'an uneducated class and Irish mostly abound'.

Three years later

Agnes Macqueen described a similar situation.
There are several good schools in Brisbane and as
a rule parents have their children educated in that
way in preference to employing a governess.^^
She managed to hold two positions briefly, but then the children were
sent to school.

Cecile Nagelle arrived in Melbourne in 1873, and continued on
to a situation in South Australia.

She was glad to settle there as
38

it was considered to be 'the healthiest colony of all'.

Only one

correspondent wrote from Perth, as the Society was unsuccessful in
establishing links there. Florence Allen arrived in 1880, and happily
. 39
settled down with her sister to teach in a school.

The choice of colony was determined partly by contacts, by
inclination or by encouragement from the Society as the result
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of

information received.

As jobs became more difficult to get, however,

a number of women migrated within Australia in search of the promised
land, where jobs were plentiful and well paid.

Arrangements for the reception of the ladies in each colony were
crucial, as their reputations had to be preserved at all costs.

Ladies

without family connections were provided with introductions to suitable
colonial residents, from whom they could expect advice on accommodation
and employment.

At no stage did the Society undertake that the young

women would be met upon arrival, and yet many thought that this would
be so, probably because of their own sheltered experience in England.
Ellen Ollard, for example, arrived in Melbourne expecting that there
'would be someone to meet me at the vessel, and also that some little
interest would be taken by some of the members of the Committee, but
40
I soon found that I was mistaken' .

Early arrivals in Melbourne

were given the name of Mrs a'Beckett for advice on colonial matters,
but so many young women had obviously expected more of her that she
was prompted to write to the Society in 1864 in no uncertain terms,
es^ressing her annoyance at
the ladies sent out by your Society taking it
for granted that I should meet them at the Ship,
provide accommodation, or get a situation for
them that I wish it to be distinctly understood
that I disclaim all responsibility concerning
them; the utmost I can promise is to give a
^^
letter saying I have heard of them from you ...

This letter was from the same woman who wrote to the Society
in 1861 in appreciation of its endeavours 'to forward the interests
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of our sisterhood in England/ offering to give the first batch of
emigrants 'the utmost publicity'.

If their testimonials were

satisfactory she offered to do her 'best to obtain situations for
them. '

Several years later the Melbourne Home was established in
response to the need for respectable yet inexpensive accommodation,
with Mrs Roe as its very competent matron.
there for accommodation and advice.

Ladies were directed

Most sent back glowing reports

of their stay at the Home, and the kindly help given to them by
Mrs Roe.

Cecile Nagelle wrote, for example, that it was 'a great

advantage to governesses on arriving in Melbourne to be able to come
43
to such a nice Home, as this proves to be.'
appreciated the 'nice,

Even Rosa Phayne

ladylike' Mrs Roe, perhaps because she was
44

•sister to the present Bishop of Peterborough'.

The first arrivals in Sydney in early 1862 were also disappointed
by their

reception, as they found the Bishop and his wife, to whom

they had been referred, 'were from home and would not return for three
months'.^^

The group was offered accommodation at the Governesses'

and Servants' Home, but considered it totally unsuitable for them,
managing instead to find other accommodation.

One of these first

ladies, Gertrude Gooch, recommended to the Society a woman named
Mrs D i l l o n , w h o was aware of current educational developments in
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Sydney.

Early arrivals were particularly grateful for her help,

to the point where one declared she did 'not know what ... [she]
47
should have done without Mrs Dillon'.

Later applicants were to

discover that Mrs Dillon's awareness of the education scene in
Sydney was financed partly by the coinmission which she charged for
finding employment for governesses.

Annie Davis described Mrs Dillon

as 'very kind', but she suggested that emigrants should be warned of
her 'true position' as a 'scholastic agent', with an entrance fee of
half a guinea and 'five per cent on the first year's salary', which
was to be paid before commencing work.'^^
The Female Middle Class Emigration Society was basically an
Establishment organization, with close links to the Church of England,
both at home and in Australia.

Many of the emigrant ladies were put

in touch with members of the clergy in Sydney and Melbourne, and some
actually owed their jobs to the influence of the Church's represent49
atives.

As in England, religious differences created strains in

the colonies.

In particular, anti-Catholic, anti-Irish sentiment

was very strong.^^

The ladies themselves seem to have been God-fearing

members of the Church (usually Anglican), unwilling to mix with those
of different faiths.

Laura Jones, for example, was obliged to give

up her first position as assistant in a school, 'everyone connected
with it being dissenters'.^^

(No further details were given.)

Annie

Hunt also faced problems with her employers because of religious
47.
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differences.

She was employed in Wangaratta on a salary of

£lOO per

annum, but she was 'not very comfortable owing to the family being
52
Papists'.

This was a very generous salary when compared to those

of other governesses who migrated, and in colonial terms it was
particularly generous when compared with earnings in other occupations
open to women.

For example, cooks could earn between

per year, housemaids

£23 to

£37, nursemaids

£20 to

female workers in clothing factories might earn between

£28 and

£60

£30,^^ while
£32 and

£80

54
per year.

In England a few 'really accomplished governesses' could

command salaries between

£40 and

£lOO,^^ but because of the large

numbers of women seeking work salaries were often as low as

£20,^^ and

many were unable to obtain a situation.
Arrangements made by the Society to get ladies out to Australia
worked very well, considering the tiny staff of the Society, its
shoestring budget, and its honorary contacts in the Antipodes.

Shipping

arrangements generally were satisfactory, the major criticism being
that women were sent second instead of first class (a necessary
reflection on the economics of the scheme).

Reliable contacts in the

colonies were difficult to establish, and in many cases emigrant ladies
would have appreciated more reassurance on arrival in a strange land
(yet again economics forbade the appointment of paid officers;
the emphasis was on voluntary assistance).

indeed

There were just two cases

in which the Society was blamed for difficulties encountered by its
protegees, each case involving lost documents.
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Omerine Giraud arrived in Melbourne only to find that copies of
certificates and some money to be sent by Jane Lewin had not arrived.
But for friends she could have been in serious difficulties.^^

In

the other case Mary Bayly's original testimonials were misplaced
58
by the Society in London, and were to be posted out to Sydney.
They never arrived.

Fortunately for Mary Bayly she was given a letter

of introduction from the Society, and with that she gained a situation
59
quite speedily, with a salary of £ 80.

Some delays were inevitable,

given poor communications and distances involved, so that overall the
organization of the Society as carried out by Maria Rye and Jane Lewin
worked well.
Women arriving in the colonies were advised to set aside sufficient
money to live on for two months, in case they had difficulty finding
a suitable situation.

Some fortunates were employed within a week,

while others waited much longer, with the average ranging from three
to six weeks.

Gertrude Gooch was the most fortunate, being engaged on

her arrival following the intervention of the ship's captain with
her future employer.

60

Annie Davis and Cecile Nagelle were also very

lucky, being employed within several days of their arrival.^^

Clara

Stone's case was far more usual - she was employed as a daily governess
62
after five weeks.

Eliza Bernard was not so fortunate, taking two

years to find a situation, during which time she suffered 'the greatest
poverty*.^^
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the following year was able to report:
I am much more successful than I have hitherto
been and have not the smallest doubt that I
_ .
64
shall prosper provided I remain in good health.

Although most ladies eventually found employment the majority
wrote back to the Society with unenthusiastic reports of the prospects
for governesses in Australia.

Emily Streeter arrived in New South

Wales in 1862, and was the first to report back to Maria Rye.

She

found a position after five weeks where she was very comfortable, and
her employer was 'exceedingly kind*.

Nevertheless she wrote back:

There is not the opening out here for
Governesses that you supposed, but still
I think one or two sent out at a time might
do very well.^^
In the same year Caroline Heawood wrote:

'I would not advise any

young person to come out unless they have friends to go to —
the event of their not meeting with engagements'.^^
was employed as a governess in 1863, with a salary of

in

Mary Richardson
£40, which

she considered
very small for coming out to Australia, but
I understand that situations are not so plentiful ^^
nor salaries so large as is represented in England.
Her salary was small indeed, in comparison with Annie Hunt's

£100.

Eliza Ford's salary was actually lower in Australia than that which
she had received in England.

She believed there were 'very few

, 68
demands for resident governesses .

By 1866 the position was looking worse.
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engaged as a daily governess in Melbourne with a salary of £ 70
per annum, but still she reported that the colony was
overstocked with governesses, many not able
to find suitable employment, so that I
certainly will never recommend any ladies
of my acquaintance to try their fortunes in
emigration. ^^
And salaries were not particularly high, she reported, the average
being around

£70, 'and my sister gets £ 80 in Ireland*.

Without

the help of friends Omerine Giraud believed she 'might have been in
great distress, occupation for governesses being almost as scarce
here as it is in London'.

71

One governess reported that a Society for Educated People in
Indigent Circumstances was operating in Melbourne in 1867, with
72
'teachers of both sexes figuring largely in the list'.

In Melbourne

the following year Susan Penrose reported that applicants for situations
were 'as numerous as in England'.

73

The situation deteriorated even further during the 1870s,
especially in Victoria, where an Act was passed in 1873 to provide
'free, conpulsoiry and secular' education.

'There is no better chance

of getting on out here than at home'. Miss Oliver asserted, 'the
•

. 74

expenses are far greater, and the salaries not in proportion .

^
In

1874 Miss Edith Jades wrote that she had secured a most comfortable
situation with a salary of

£80, and considered herself very fortunate

to have obtained this situation, they are very scarce and the place
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overrun with governesses'.

Caroline Haselton was pleasantly

surprised to be employed the same week she arrived in Melbourne.
'Teaching is not plentiful here as we are led to believe in England;
salaries are not high', she observed.

76

The problems involved in finding a position as governess led
some women to try other vocations.
outside Melbourne.

Miss Barlow set up a school just

Although fees were low and her income small she

found it 'a much more independent life than that of a governess, and
I like it'.

77

The MacGillivray sisters also decided to set up a

school, which they did in Ballarat.

78

Jane Finch accepted enployment
79

as a book-keeper in a store at Yass, and seemed quite happy.

Annie

Hunt was employed as a milliner, dressmaker and machinist in Wangaratta,
with the healthy salary of

£100.

In reply to a query from Maria Rye

Miss Hunt did not think law copying by women would be accepted very
80
quickly 'as there are so many men with nothing to do .

Probably the most adventurous of the first bunch of emigrants
was Miss Sampson, who arrived in Melbourne in 1862.

According to a

fellow-traveller she advertized in The Argus for a situation 'in a
respectable hotel to sing and play every evening'.

The same lady

continued:
I am afraid she won't do much good here. She
is not the person to get on in any hard working
honest employment.®^
The Society reported briefly that she had taken an 'engagement to

75.
76.
77.
78*.
79.
80.
81!

Letter
Letter
Letter
Letter
Letter
Letter
Letter

of
of
of
of
of
of
of

Miss
Miss
Miss
Miss
Miss
Miss
Miss

Edith Jades, undated [early 1874?].
Caroline Haselton, op-.cit.
Barlow, 24 June 1863.
Isabella MacGillivray, 24 September 1862.
June Finch, 20 April 1866.
Annie Hunt, 11 October 1869.
Isabella MacGillivray, op.cit.

sing in public'.

Several of the more enterprising women decided to join the
government school system instead of fighting for situations in the
overstocked governess market.

In Victoria it was necessary to pass

an Examination for Teachers for Government Schools, but as Elisabeth
Boake wrote:
I shall feel very independent if I succeed in
passing. It is hard work but quite worth the
trouble to get a certificate, one is then sure
of employment and good pay.°^

The situation was also difficult in Sydney, Louisa Dearmer
reported.

At the time of writing (1868) there were
nearly four hundred pupil teachers who assist
in schools, and after serving their apprenticeship are trained in a College.

There were, she wrote, one hundred and fifty who had completed their
training, and were waiting for schools.
however.

She was very fortunate,

Through the Dean's influence she was appointed to a Government

school, with the generous salary of

£150 per year.

Caroline Haselton was appointed to a position as governess in
Melbourne in 1879, with a salary of £70, but was not very impressed
with the openings available.

Instead she contemplated teaching in

New Zealand, where she had heard there were
no "State Schools", while here those abound,
and perhaps are a great cause of the
difficulty in getting private teaching, and
the low salaries.®^
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The report was not correct.

In 1877 an Education Act established

free and compulsory primary education in New Zealand.^^

A major handicap to employment, public or private, was an
inability to teach music.

On her first day in Melbourne Ellen Ollard

was told she would 'never get on here without music, for the very
commonest people have a piano and have their children taught to play
it'.

87

Time and time again the same story was repeated.

Writing

back to the Society in 1862 Caroline Heawood advised:
Musical governesses are the most required,
in fact unless they are able to teach music,
which seems more thought of than anything
else, they are almost sure not to succeed.®®
Miss Dearmer was 'very much amused to hear the tones of a really
tolerable piano issuing from a little cottage', and was quite amazed
that there was any room for it.

She also believed that 'it was

useless for anyone to come here as governesses who cannot play the
, 89
piano'.

Colonial society was hungry for the accomplishments of the old
world, and one of its most obvious symbols, the piano,was adopted
wholeheartedly.

Sometimes the cost was enormous, not only in financial

terms but also because of the organization and physical effort required.
Nevertheless, pianos appeared in the most unlikely places in towns
and in the bush throughout Australia.

Governesses were in demand as

long as they could introduce their students to the mysteries and
delights of this instrument.
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All the Society sponsored women who came to Australia seeking
employment eventually found it, but some had to wait a considerable
time, while others had to choose from a range of occupations which
they might otherwise not have considered.

Because the Society

established a network of contacts in the colonies talented governesses
quickly found employment, while those with average ability took longer,
and received lower salaries.

The women who were in the most difficult

situation were those with only moderate qualifications, who found it
almost impossible to be employed in England, and yet it was still
difficult for them to find employment in Australia.

If they were

flexible and their health remained good they tended to flourish.

In the early 1860s it was not easy for emigrant gentlewomen to
get jobs as governesses, but by the start of the next decade it became
much more difficult as State schools developed, particularly in
Victoria.

More teachers were being trained and higher standards were

demanded from them, so that those who had enjoyed the advantages of
a ladylike upbringing had fewer skills to offer in a more competitive
labour market.

Many of the women assisted by the F.M.C.E.S. were very successful
in obtaining employment in the colonies, and were flexible in the
way in which they adapted to colonial customs.

But no matter how

successful they were, most wrote home that they would not recommend
others to come out, and that positions and salaries were nowhere near
as plentiful as they had been reported.

The promised land had not

lived up to English expectations, at least as far as employment
prospects were involved.

Once employed a governess usually stayed with a family, at
least for a year or two, unless there was a particular difficulty
on either side.

Miss Phillips, for example, was apparently discharged
90

after one month's trial because of her ignorance.
much better.

Most women fared

Emily Streeter was employed in the Upper Hunter region

of New South Wales by a grazier and his family, whom she found
'exceedingly kind'.

She blessed God for permitting her to come to

Australia, and was 'deeply grateful' to Maria Rye and Jane Lewin for
91
their assistance.

Caroline Heawood was also fortunate, being

employed in the family of the Registrar of the University of Melbourne.
She described her employers as 'quiet Christian people' who were
92
extremely kind to her.

Fanny Giles settled in Morpeth, north of

Sydney in 1864, with 'one of the oldest and most respected'families
in the colony . To her delight everything about her seemed 'so
English
that I cannot yet realize being so far from my native land'. 93 Mary
Bayly was also well treated and well paid, but she was 'required to
94
work from morning until night, with very little free time'.

Some governesses perceived an element of tension which often
existed between Australian women and their English staff, caused
generally by the different relationships between employer and employee
in Australia.

Mrs Lucy Philips was employed as a visiting governess

with a salary of

£100, but she struck problems with her employer.

Mrs Payne, she wrote.
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is a very peculiar woman, not a lady by any
means, and she is never satisfied with her
governesses. She wants more superficial
teaching than I can conscientiously give
when I find there is no foundation whatever
to work upon, and so she means to try
somebody else.^^
She recognized a 'sort of jealousy' between colonial families and
English people which made adjustment more difficult for new arrivals.

Many English migrants found it difficult to accept the blurred
class barriers in the colonies, which often meant that they were
working for someone who, like Mrs Payne, was 'not a lady by any means'.
In turn colonial women reacted strongly against what they saw as the
'superior airs' of new arrivals.

When English residents or visitors

employed colonials they were often astonished and sometimes appalled
by the lack of humility which their servants exhibited.

Visiting

English writer, Anthony Trollope, observed:
The maidservant in Victoria has the pertness, the
independence, the mode of asserting by her
manner that though she brings you up your hot
water, she is just as good as you, - and a good
deal better if she be younger, - which is common
to the American "helps'*.^
Trollope also commented on the 'manifest difference' between women
from England and those born in the colonies.

The latter, he declared,

•never appear to be stupid or ignorant, - because they are never bashful
or diffident', while sometimes the former offered 'no opinion, no
97
rapid outflow of sweet-sounding words'.

Gertrude Gooch coped with problems similar to those of Lucy Philips
'Australian ladies', she noted,'are very different to English and they
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dislike as they term it our particular ways'.

Miss Gooch adapted:

Mothers prefer you to fall into their ways in
preference to introducing your own, and they do
not like to be made to feel inferior.^^

Annie Davis's experiences were more varied.

Her first appointment

was in a comfortable home with very likeable employers and delightful
pupils.

From there she shifted to a new position and 'a new class of

people - the "nouveaux riches'" ^ but she considered herself sufficiently
colonised to survive.

However, the situation proved too much for

her 'as the people were vulgar', and so she left after five months
to go to a more comfortable position 'with refined, educated people'.

99

Although a few women stiruck problems with their employers most
were well-treated, and in many cases accepted into the family circle
as a friend.

Women had to adapt to different situations,as Gertrude

Gooch did, but the rewards were considerable once a governess came to
terms with a changed employer/employee relationship, and often a
different range of duties.

Once she accepted these changes life in

the colonies became happier and more secure, and for many far
preferable to their experiences in England.

Reactions to the colonies themselves were varied, but most
ladies wrote back to the Society about the kind people they had met.
Elisabeth Boake had 'no cause to regret coming to Australia'.

She

found the climate beautiful, and the people friendly and anxious to
make her comfortable and h a p p y . I s a b e l l a MacGillivray also remarked
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on the 'very great kindness here'.

She found things so like home

that she did 'not feel in a foreign land in the l e a s t ' M a r i a
Barrow was claimed by relatives when she arrived in Melbourne, and
she was most grateful to the Society because she had found 'a happy
home earlier' than she otherwise would have done.

She could not make

up her mind whether or not to like the colony, but she knew there were
some nice people in it.

Miss Barrow was the one only to write of

an experience with Aborigines, a party of whom had a meal opposite
her new home in South Yarra.

Reflecting her cultural background she

found them 'very ugly and odd, the women particularly', and altogether
frightening.^^^

Gertrude Gooch adopted her new home with great enthusiasm.

She

described it as 'a wonderful country' which must 'one day become
considerable amongst the nations of the world'.

All Australians, she

observed,
ride like Arabs, love luxury and money, they
live very much out of doors and eat great quantities
of fruit.
People were wanted, she believed, but they 'should be intelligent'.

103

Miss Barlow also threw herself into her new life with enthusiasn.
She enjoyed the independence that her own school allowed her, and
liked bush life very much.

Moreover, she feared, she would 'not easily

fit into English ideas again', as she could 'scrub a floor with anyone,
and bake my own bread and many other things an English governess and
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schoolmistress especially would be horrified at'.

A few ladies were not at all enthusiastic about colonial life.
Ellen Ireland was one of the first to be sent out, arriving in New
South Wales in 1862.

She obtained employment, but found that the

climate did not suit her,

and consequently her health suffered.

She resolved that as soon as her debts were paid and she had saved
enough money she would return to 'dear old England'.

Rosa Phayne also had difficulty adapting to life in the colonies,
but it was not because of the climate.

She heartily disliked Melbourne,

where she arrived in 1869, and felt that 'no one with the tastes,
habits,, or feelings of a lady' should ever come out to Australia.
The country was 'by no means the Eldorado' it was supposed to be or
perhaps was, she believed, but instead there was a 'vast amount of
wretchedness and poverty'.

By the next year she had mellowed a

little, finding in bush life 'a great charm', where people had 'less
reserve, less stiffness,

less of the conventionalities of life'.^^^

By 1871 she realized that, however hard she tried, she could not like
the colony or the people, and was 'heartily weary of it'.

To her

the place felt like a prison,
only without the ignominy, no books, no society,
nothing improving, everything retrograde,
conversation, scandal and gossip, "t^iggs I hate
and have never been accustomed to.

She was not the only one to miss the cultural offerings of the
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Old World.

Francis A d a m s , a talented follower of Matthew A r n o l d ,

was 'appalled by the "crude p r o v i n c i a l hedonism" and the dominance
109
of the Philistine' in A u s t r a l i a during the 1880s,

One decade

earlier Brisbane could o f f e r 'a couple of bookshops and a few libraries
where b o o k s could be b o r r o w e d ' . T h e r e

was a

theatre, b u t its

performances were apparently designed to arouse only 'the m o s t obvious
responses'.^^^

Geoffrey Serle summed u p the c u l t u r a l achievement of

the first century o f British settlement as 'meagre indeed', a situation
.
.
112
w h i c h could only b e e x p e c t e d w i t h such a s m a l l , scattered population.
Life in the b u s h w a s even m o r e d i f f i c u l t , especially for the few women
w h o b r a v e d the 'rough life of a pioneering community'.^^^

There were

few people to converse w i t h , few b o o k s , the one consolation being the
p i a n o , w h i c h was found in some of the m o s t unlikely places*up country'.
Rosa Phayne returned to E n g l a n d early in 1872, fleeing the intense
loneliness, unprotectedness and friendlessness w h i c h she h a d experienced
in A u s t r a l i a .

The F . M . C . E . S . report reads: 'Obtained engagement,

,114
remained two y e a r s , disliked the c o u n t r y , returned home .

It was difficult for some of the English governesses to come
to terms w i t h the m o r e relaxed s o c i a l divisions in the Australian
c o l o n i e s , and also the different b u t interrelated value systems b a s e d
on money instead of b i r t h and b r e e d i n g .

Ellen Ollard was disturbed

to find o u t just how important m o n e y was to h e r fellow citizens.

She

b e l i e v e d gold was their G o d , and it did not matter

109.
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how ignorant a person is if they have money,
but if they have not they are not considered
worthy of notice.^^^
Miss Oliver found travelling within the colony very disagreeable,
'where society is so united, and it is impossible to say who may be
your fellow-passengers'.^^^

But many others enjoyed the friendliness

and openness with which they were treated, and even if they disliked
the colony were full of praise for the consideration which they were
shown by its residents.

Socially, middle class ladies were accepted

more readily than they would have been in England.

As the English

writer, Richard Twopeny observed :
the semi-menial employments of distressed
gentlewomen do not bring with them one half
the loss of social position that they generally
entail in England.

Despite the iinity and openness which was noted frequently there
were class divisions, nevertheless.

Louisa Geoghegan pointed to two

types of establishment within the district where she lived;

those run

by gentlemen, and the others by the 'mushroom class', presumably
because they were sprouting up everywhere.
there were six mushrooms.

For every three gentlemen

Gentlemen were prepared to hire good

governesses from 'Home' if they were well selected;

the 'mushroom

class' paid handsomely but expected governesses to do 'rather queer
things, such as lighting the schoolroom fire', because they themselves
118
were accustomed to manual exertion.

Miss Geoghegan was reacting

from within the confines of her own English class boundaries, without
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the benefit of some of Gertrude Gooch's adaptability.

Fortunately

she was not employed by the 'mushroom class'I

Louisa Dearmer was the most critical of class differences in
the colonies.

She was amused to see what she described as 'the

ridiculous pride' of labouring people, who would have been unpretentious
'at home'.

But here they were calling each other 'Mr and Mrs so and

so', and speaking of each other as ladies and gentlemen.

Miss Dearmer

was well paid, having an appointment in a government school as the
result of the Dean's influence, but she does not appear to have made
many friends in the colony.

The class system in the colony was very different from the one
which the ladies had left behind in England.

There were undeniable

differences in wealth in the colonies, but differences in status were
less tangible, and not as readily admitted.
attention of the emigrant gentlewomen;

Two things caught the

the importance of money in the

colony, and also the openness and freedom of contact between members
of society.

Money was important - in a developing capitalist economy

it was crucial to its continued expansion.

And with no aristocracy

of its own the well-to-do of the middle class (or 'mushroom class')
at times displayed their wealth, not always with what was described
as good taste.
Despite the claims of Louisa Dearmer concerning the social
pretentions of the working class, her observations could be interpreted
just as easily as the granting of common courtesy and respect to all.
Certainly that was the experience of most women, who were struck by
the kindness and friendliness shown to them;

even Miss Oliver

remarked on the unity of society, although she did not necessarily see

it as an advantage.

The women who did well financially and socially

were the ones who relaxed their old notions of class and accepted
changed circumstances.

Miss Dearmer was an exception because she

was very well-paid in her job, but she had the support of the Dean
of Sydney, a representative of the old establishment of England,
which helped her to cling to old ways.
within the new community.

It also kept her isolated

The saddest cases were the women who could

not adapt and eventually returned home or, even worse, who could not
afford to return to England.

Few women reported back to the Society on the hidden promise
of Australia - that is, of unattached men just waiting for the opportunity
to marry.

There were many reports on the employment prospects which

the women faced, but the prospect of marriage was a more delicate one
which needed to be approached with greater circumspection.
women broached the subject.

Only three

In 1863 Miss Annie Davis wrote back to

dispel the myth that 'young and accomplished governesses soon marry
in this land'.

In earlier years educated women were rare, she admitted,
119

but now 'that is a mistake'.
worse.

In 1879 the position was apparently

Caroline Haselton wrote of the 'numbers of unmarried ladies'

in the colony, and thought it was high time that 'the fables about
Australia were e n d e d ' O t h e r observers agreed.

Twopeny admitted

that 'until recently there was a paucity of ladies' which led to
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'frequent mesalliances', but the situation had changed considerably.
Only Ida White thought that Australian men fancied marrying governesses,
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she happily pointed out that it was not usual for them to 'look
for money with a wife'.
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Of the women who migrated to Australia, there were reports that
five women married within their first few years in the colony.
Miss Mounsden, one of the first to journey out to Sydney in 1862,
married a fellow passenger and returned to England.

Miss Caroline

Heawood also arrived in 1862, and was married in June 1863.

The

F.M.C.E.S. reported that Fanny Giles, who came to New South Wales in
123
1864, 'finally married well'.

Miss Louisa Geoghegan, who reported

on the 'mushroom class' in 1867, was married by 1871.

Unfortunately

no information is available on her husband's background.

The last

reported marriage was in 1873, when Mrs Lucy Philips, a widow with
a young son, remarried.
The five who married were from an approximate total of 156, or
3.2 per cent.

Five marriages was certainly a disappointing result

for anyone who saw Australia as the promised land in terms of marital
opportunity, although some undoubtedly married after their first few
years in the colony.

In fact marriage registers from New South Wales

for the years to 1890 reveal that another three women married during
this period.

A few more women could reasonably be expected to

have married in the other colonies, but even so, the numbers of women
marrying were very low, especially if this had been their secret reason
for migrating.
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Statistics were no longer kind to women seeking a husband.

By

the 1870s the sex ratio in cities and towns, where most governesses
settled, was moving closer to equilibrium, while the masses of
unmarried men clustered together on the goldfields, or were spread
. 125
sparsely throughout the outback, where few governesses ventured.
In Melbourne there were 151 lanmarried men to every 100 unmarried
women in 1861, in 1871 this had fallen to 105, and by 1881 was down
to 84.

In the remainder of the colony, however, the sex ratio was

still unbalanced.

In 1861 there were 484 men for every 100 women,

in 1871 there were 206, and by 1881 the number had fallen to 116.
Statistics are not available for New South Wales in 1861, but ten
years later there was an excess of unmarried females in relation to
unmarried men in Sydney - 88 for every 100 women.

In the remainder

of the colony there were still twice as many unmarried men as
• ^
126
unmarried women.
From this infomation it is obvious that women needed to move
away from the cities, as recommended by the F.M.C.E.S., whether their
goal was matrimony or employment.

The situation was brighter in

Melbourne until approximately 1871, but then the ratio of unmarried
men to women declined considerably.

In reality the promised land

was more of an illusion by the 1870s as far as better marital prospects
were concerned.

And although most women found employment as governesses

the opportunities in this area were diminishing quite dramatically
by the end of the 'seventies.

125.
126

Although the F.M.C.E.S. continued to

See Chapter 4, p.97.
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send a few ladies to Australia in the early 1880s their prospects
were not good.

Australia was no longer the promised land for England's

'redundant women'.

CONCLUSION

Single English middle class women migrating to the Australian
colonies between 1861 and 1881 went in search of the 'promised
land', where employment prospects were brighter, in some cases
families could be reunited, and where the chance of finding a
husband was greater than in England.

None admitted that they

were searching for a husband, and the Female Middle Class Emigration
Society denied that this was the major aim of the scheme which they
sponsored.

Nevertheless, there was considerable discussion in

English journals of the opportunities for marriage in the colonies.

In nineteenth century England women who failed to find a husband
on the 'marriage market' were regarded in society as 'redundant'.
But as the ratio of marriageable males to marriageable females fell
it became more difficult for women to find a marriage partner,
especially within the middle class^ from which a higher proportion
of male migrants came.

The women's movement of the 1850s and 1860s

worked to provide a range of solutions to the problem: by encouraging
employment in occupations previously restricted to men, by improving
female education so that women were better qualified for employment,
by extending women's legal rights, and by promoting female emigration
to the colonies, where women workers were in short supply.

The lure of the Australian colonies was strong for some of
England's 'redundant

women'.

It offered them the chance to escape

from a restrictive unrewarding life to one of independence, if only
they could overcome the problems involved in emigrating, and adapt
to different customs on the other side of the world.

Women with

little money, who came from families which could not, or would not.

support them, relied upon assistance from the Female Middle Class
Emigration Society to overcome these problems.

The Society provided

loans for passage money to successful candidates, it arranged for
respectable transport on the voyage out, and it offered the advice
of contacts upon arrival in the colonies.

Approximately 156 women migrated to the Australian colonies
with the assistance of the F.M.C.E.S. from 1861 until 1885.
of migrants were limited as the result of several factors.
most basic one was finance.

Numbers
The

In spite of support from various quarters

in England the funds of the Society were limited, based on the
initial £500 which was raised when the Society was first established.
Problems also arose as disagreements developed between officials of
the Society over its aims, in particular between Rye and Lewin over
the class and number of women to be assisted.

Conflicts also

developed between the Society's supporters, specifically between
members of S.P.E.W., who saw its activities as one branch of the
movement to extend women's rights and opportunities, and men such as
Charles Kingsley, who hoped it would give
to marry.

women another opportunity

William Rathbone Greg, who coined the term 'redundant

women', even approved of the work of Rye and Lewin in helping women
to migrate, for what he believed was a search for a husband.

This

was not the case, especially for Lewin, whose main concern was to
ensure that candidates were sufficiently qualified and competent to
obtain jobs in the colonies.

Women had to be able to support them-

selves in their new home, and if Jane Lewin had not insisted on
this she would have left her charges in danger of exploitation.

She

and Maria Rye were happy to hear of the marriage of F.M.C.E.S.-sponsored

women, but, given the presence of prospective husbands, they wanted
women to be able to choose for themselves between marriage or
employment.

Colonial employment opportunities were the major attraction
for women contemplating migration, but other factors also influenced
their decision, and their choice of a destination.

One important

factor was the reputation of the Australian colonies and, more
specifically, the views held as to their suitability as a destination
for respectable middle class women.

Reports of earlier female

settlement were discouraging, beginning with the convict period.
Horrific tales were reported in England of the appalling conditions
under which women were transported to the colonies, with little or
no protection from ships' crews.
were little better.

Upon arrival in Australia conditions

Convict women gained reputations as 'damned

whores', which flowed over in later decades to some assisted female
immigrants, and threatened the reputation of colonial women.

These

reports would have discouraged some women who were considering
migration to the colonies.

They also highlighted the problems which

any emigration society had to overcome if it wanted its female
emigrants to arrive with reputations intact.

Other aspects of life in the colonies would have helped to make
them attractive as a destination for female emigrants.

The disproportion

of the sexes meant that women were in demand, unlike in England, for
both employment and as marriage partners.

During the 1860s marriage

rates generally were higher in the colonies than in England, but by
the 1880s fewer women could expect to marry than in the past.

Colonial responses to the scheme were crucial to its success,
and to the scale on which it was to operate.

At an individual

level women were welcomed to the colonies, employed, and accepted.
Local contacts generally helped women to find accommodation and
employment, and provided a valuable link with the Society in England.
P\±)lic responses to the scheme were not enthusiastic, however.

In

particular, newspaper reports were critical of the proposal on a number
of grounds.

Most importantly, the reports reflected a growing desire

of colonial residents to control their own affairs without English
interference.

They wanted to control the number and type of immigrants,

recognizing their influence upon the future development of the
country as well as their immediate impact upon the employment
situation.

England's rejects were not wanted;

rather, immigrants

were desired who suited the specific requirements of the colonies.
Colonial newspaper editors were particularly incensed to find that
women were actually organizing the emigration scheme. Not only did they
resent English interference in colonial affairs, but it was a double
affront to them because this interference was directed by meddlesome
English women.

These women had presumed to step outside the role

assigned to them by men, and suggest remedies for the social and
economic problems of the colonies.

They also disliked the class

orientation of the scheme, which challenged the growing democratic
and egalitarian spirit in Australian society.

Confusion over the

Society's attitude to marriage as a motive for emigration made the
situation worse.

Editors bristled at the suggestion that women were

threatening men's freedom of choice to marry by sending out boatloads
of women whose sole objective was to find a husband.

There was no

chance of gaining financial assistance from government sources
after such wholehearted public attacks upon the F.M.C.E.S. scheme.
Instead the Society was obliged to rely for financial support upon
its original English funding.

As a result, the number of women

who received assistance was limited.

The number of middle class women migrating to the colonies
under the auspices of the F.M.C.E.S. may have been limited, but for
most of them Australia proved to be a 'promised land'.

The women who

settled in Australia found greatly improved employment prospects compared
with those which they left behind in England, and an opportunity for
an independent and rewarding life (which is what the F.M.C.E.S.
aimed for).

English class concepts sometimes hindered settlement in

the colonies, but as long as women were prepared to adapt to the
different colonial customs they flourished.
obliged to return home.

Some did not, and felt

In terms of marriage prospects the colonies

were not as attractive, as few of the Society's migrants married.
Employment prospects remained bright throughout the 1860s, despite
economic fluctuations, but by the late 1870s and early 1880s educational
improvements flowing from the various Education Acts reduced the
demand for governesses.

By the 1880s marriage rates in the colonies

were moving closer to those of England, and employment prospects for
governesses were shrinking.

Australia could no longer be described

as a 'promised land' for 'redundant' English middle class women.
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